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Abstract

When identity is conceptualized as a fluid and ongoing process that is mutually
influenced by subjective and constructed experience, an interplay can occur that
engenders and signifies collective life. With an acknowledgement of motherhood
as a politically and emotionally charged identity experience, and asserting the
capacity of social policy to sustain a constructed ideology, this paper explores a
conversation that occurred between 28 mothers in Canada. The site of this
conversation was an on-line journal (blog). Using a participatory narrative
action method of research, the mothers participated as co-researchers,
conducting a narrative analysis of one another's narratives and a policy and
discourse analysis on the current Canadian maternity benefits policy. This study
explores the ways in which the mothers encountered and engaged one another,
told their stories and shared in the development of critical awareness.
Throughout the various stages of the study, the author conceptualizes identity as
being both constructed and subjective where tension, negotiation, resistance and
reform can occur. This conceptualization of identity is explored in an
investigation of the ways in which a collective conversation could occur, and the
changes that were the result of collective, inter-subjective experience.

u

Acknowledgements
There are many people who have played an important role in this project.
It has been a profoundly inter-subjective experience! I thank my professors who
challenged me to begin to think more carefully and critically about that which
"makes the world go 'round": they were the tenders of the seeds that my own
experience of motherhood had planted. I thank those colleagues and classmates
who were interested, challenging, idealistic and skeptical - all in good measure,
all in the name of lively and thought-provoking discussions.
With gratitude, I acknowledge those who committed themselves most
closely to this project. To all the women that participated in the mothersvoice
conversation: I am humbled by the generosity, intelligence, and innovative
thought that went into the project. Mothersvoice was an intense and timeconsuming discussion, and I feel so grateful for the ways in which all the women
invested themselves. Thank you, Dr. Ginette La Freniere, who, as my thesis
advisor, provided support as an intellectual; an academic, a critic - with a great
ability for the community building that occurred throughout this entire process.
Thank you for your support and respect. I wish to thank Dr. Anne Westhues, who
inspired me to think about social policy with meticulous, analytical care, and
encouraged the efforts I was making to be both micro- and macro-minded. I wish
to thank Dr. Allison Weir, who brought, with grace, many years of thought and
philosophical reflections about identity to this project. I wish to thank Dr.
Margaret Toye, who, as a feminist and a cultural critic, gave creative and

in

strenuous attention to my theoretical considerations. I greatly appreciate the
opportunity to work with Amber Robertson, who helped me to understand
cyberfeminism more fully, and provided valuable perspectives as I worked to
process the fascinating conversations that occurred in mothersvoice.
I would like to extend heart-felt gratitude to my dear family and friends,
for their support, unwavering interest and pride in my efforts: I thank my lifepartner and my young children, who made space at the dinner table and every
other dimension of our family life for ideas, paperwork and timelines; my
parents, who delighted in providing grand-parenting assistance, and more; and
my community for being....my community.

IV

Table of Contents
Glossary

x

I.

Introduction

2

II.

Literature Review

18

A. An Authentic Self...and Beyond

18

1. How is modernism reflected in conceptualizations of the self
that begin with Freud?
2. How is the shift to postmodernism reflected in the evolution of
theories about identity?
3. How can identity be considered so that there is a place for
agency?
4. Why is a critical awareness important for agency?
5. How do theories of the self reflect critical awareness?
B. Social Policy as a Constructer of Identity
39
1. Why examine social policy in a consideration of identity and
agency?
2. What is the impact of social policy?
3. Social policy and the subject: How does social policy socialize?
4. Is there an impact of the subjective on social policy?
C. Motherhood as a Constructed Identity
1. Is motherhood a role or an identity?
2. What is the ideology of motherhood?
3. How is the mother ideal connected to the worker ideal?

48

D. Canadian Maternity Benefits Policy
53
1. Exploring a mother's policy—how is it informative to explore a
policy for mothers?
2. What is the current maternity benefits policy?
3. How can history be used to find an ideology?
4. What was the defined problem?
5. Who is dangerous and who is virtuous?
6. What ideology is revealed by such a problem definition?

v

6a. Dependency: How is an ideology about women s
dependency supported?
6b. Imbalanced privilege: How is a neo-liberal ideology
about individualism and justified inequity sustained?
6c. Mother's place: How is an ideology of the public/private
dichotomy sustained?
7. What does the policy do to the "dangerous" mothers?
8. Is this all there is to the identity of mother?
E. The Constructed/Subjective Interplay: Can This Facilitate Agency? 81
1. Why is it important to locate the subjective?
2. What is the agency that can occur when the subjective and the
constructed identity are mutually significant in a conception of
self?
3. How is this construct/subjective/agency relevant to social
policy in general and maternity benefits specifically?

Research Methods and Design

106

A. Purpose of the Research
B. Research Questions
C. Design
1. Sampling and Recruitment
2. Stages of the Design
3. The Blog as a Research Platform
a. Ethical concerns
b. The Possibilities of Innovative Research
i. Geographic scope
ii. Cyberspace
iii. Cyberfeminism

106
106
106

D. Research Methods as Praxis
1. Participatory Action Research
2. Narrative Research

125

E. Beginning with Myself

149

F. Summary

156

Analysis of the introductions: the creation and immersion of
of self-maps

159

A.

Self-maps in Mothersvoice

159

B.

Elements of the'self-maps'

164
VI

1. Geographic Location
2. Personal Characteristics
3. History and Future
C.

Immersed In an Inter-Subjectivity

169

1. Salutations
2. Humour
3. Anticipatory Conclusions
D.

A.
B.

C.

Summary

Analysis of the Narratives

188

Narrative Analysis

189

Analyzing Mothersvoice Participants' Narratives
1.91
1. Crisis
2. Crisis as an Unanticipated Event
3. Transformations: Future, Identity, and Inter-subjectivities
The Narrative as an Inter-Subjectivity
Maternity Benefits Policy as a Constructed Self

207
214

A. Policy Analysis
215
1. Maternity Benefits as an Employment Insurance Program
a. Maternity benefits as a sickness benefit
b. Maternity benefits as part of an insurance program
c. Who gets excluded?
i.
Self-employed, grant-dependent artists, part time
employed
ii.
Working outside Canada
2. Other Parameters
a. Adoptive parents
b. Hospitalized infants
c. Post-first year
d. Social class
B. Critical Discourse Analysis
1. Reading Positions
a. Language
i. "entitled"
ii. "benefit"
iii. Specific words that were noted

226

iv. The Program
2. Reading Devices
a. Question and command formatting
b. Invisible authority
3. Textual Constructions and Representations of,the World
C. Lived Impact
1. Feeling Less Valued
2. Guilt
3. Dichotomy
4. Feeling Fortunate
5. Cyberspace/Community: Knowledge/Insight
6. Mirroring, Validating and Admiring Responses

233

D. Summary: Divergence, Creativity and Transformation

259

VII.

Mothersvoice Evaluated
A. Witness
B. Transformation
C. An Inter-Subjective Field
D. Blog-Based Research
E. The Researcher Role
F. Structured Analytical Work
G. Time
H. Diminishing Rates of Participation
I. Possibilities

262
262
262
263
264
264
265
266
267
268

VIII.

Implications/Concluding Remarks
A. Implications
B. In Summary

270
270
275

Appendices

284

References

296

vin

Glossary

BPW

Canadian Federation of Business and Professional Women's Club

CDA

Critical Discourse Analysis

HRDC

Human Resources and Development Canada

HRDSC

Human Resources and Skills Development Canada

NAC

National Action Committee on the Status of Women

NCW

National Council of Women

PAR

Participatory Action Research

SDC

Social Development Canada

IX

Here's the scoop: When I had my babies, I was transported back to the
tortured years of adolescence, where I spent most of my hormone-inspired
panic-driven energy stumbling, staggering about in a minefield of pimples,
periods and body transformations I couldn't remember asking for. I
remember trying to figure out where the person I was had (wisely) fled to,
and where this new and seething over with fear, complicated joy, rage
and...yes...sexuality.:.person had come from.
As a grown-up (?!) mother, it's not a place I necessarily wanted to be, not
exactly what I had envisioned in my pregnancy-stage fantasies of blissed-out
nursing, tidy diaper changes, and naps that extended into the dinner hour.
(Yes, with each pregnancy, I still fantasized that this next baby would be
different!). With each baby came a new wave of this identity crisis.
Probably in a frantic bid to address the identity upheaval - who am I? Where
is the room for "I"? Where is my "self" in all of this mothering?- I decided to
go to school. And guess what? I am now researching this oh, so philosophical
(and therefore allusive) thing called 'identity'. And I've set up a blog site
where mothers can come together to have a conversation about motherhood
and identity.
In my studies, I have become aware of how society uses many methods to
tell mothers what it is that makes a 'good mother' and a 'bad mother'. And
as members of that society, we mothers join in, often enthusiastically,
mostly, I think, because we want to know that we are doing good by these
children we are CRAZY about. Government policy is another way in which
'good' and 'bad' mothers get defined; as a result, much of what they
penalize and reward, and the services which result from them, are dripping
with mother-blame.
I would like to extend an invitation to Canadian mothers to become part of
this conversation. Please check out the blog: www.mothersvoice.ca, and, if
you're interested, register. I look forward to meeting you.
Thanks for making it through my rant. And thanks, Crazymumma, for
inviting me in as your guest.

-my guest blog entry, inviting mothers to participate in the research
project.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
The social work profession occupies itself with the many dimensions of
life, and therefore encounters and participates in the multiple realizations that
cqnstitute identity. Whether the involvement is at the community level, in policy
development, or in the micro dynamics of individual, family and group practice,
identity, as a context-bound entity, becomes the focal point of social work
activities. Social work practice, thereby, has great implications for the realization
of identity, and can itself be shaped by participating in the encounter with
individuals and communities. In this dissertation project, I explore identity
realization in the context of multidimensional relationships as a very pertinent
social work consideration. The questions I examine are related to the encounter
between the individual and others, exploring the potential for transformation
and action within or as a result of that encounter.
The ensuing discussion is a consideration of identity as a process. This
process is fluid, ongoing, and given shape by the interplay between subjective
experience and constructed experience. The interplay gains complexity due to
the inter-subjective field that is created as individuals encounter one another
and their larger contexts. With the term 'subjective', I refer to the embodied and
particular aspect of the self. With the term 'constructed', I refer to the structuring
effect of social, cultural, historical and material experience. It is my contention
that a full understanding of identity must incorporate both of these aspects, in
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order to conceive of identity as the meeting place where the constructed and
subjective encounter one another. I would go further to refer to this meeting
place as an inter-subjective field. The constant movement and influence of
tensions within that field are inadequately acknowledged when I make distinct
the subjective and constructed experience. I do so only with the caveat that they
are not meant to diminish the identity process and are not in support of the
binary opposite effect that such a distinction can encourage.
I have chosen to use motherhood as the lens with which to conduct my
investigation of identity. I cannot ignore the complexity of motherhood. "The
mother" is a social identity of extraordinary potency. As I consider the impact of
capitalism on the structuring efforts of Western society, I reflect upon the fact
that motherhood is a site of both production and reproduction. What mothers
are producing are the future members of the labour market, human beings who
can mature and become involved in the economy. What mothers are reproducing
is a status quo with regards to citizenship -- individuals who will accommodate
the expectations and assumptions held by a society of its members. When
women become mothers, they encounter a very forceful social identity of
"mother" that is upheld by the prevailing assumptions and ideals about
motherhood. They become the subjects of a motherhood identity that is rooted
in a historical, cultural, and social experience that, in turn, is incorporated into a
dominant ideology.
When history, culture and social experience are given value as
contributors to ways of perceiving and ways of being, we can become curious
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about what is being expressed by the history, culture and social experience. In
other words, we can acknowledge the existence of a discourse that is
characteristic of the historical, cultural and societal location in which an
understanding, an event or a person is situated. When there is a discourse, there
is also a subject about whom there is a discourse. Individuals can be described as
subjects, in order to acknowledge our immersion in the larger context. As
subjects, we become the matter of discourse; we become social constructions
(Berger and Luckman, 1966).
To be the topic of discourse is not necessarily to be under the rule of that
discourse. However, the influence of the discourse is strong enough so that an
individual's subjective experience can be subordinated to it. For example, the
motherhood discourse is powerful enough to dominate the motherhood
experience. It is through subjectivity that the constructing influence of a
discourse fails to be total.
The idea of mutual influence has implications for the self and for agency.
Lois McNay (2000) is a scholar who is convinced that mutual influence must be
an aspect of identity conceptualization. She aligns herself with a concept of self
that is narrative, interactive and, therefore, creative. While McNay is excited
about the possibilities for agency that have presented themselves within the
contemporary considerations of gender identity, she is critical of the diametric
positions these various considerations have taken. With the realization that
gender identity is durable without being absolute, it becomes possible to
practice autonomy within a gendered identity. However, the two broad
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responses to the newly formulated agency have provided too narrow a definition
of agency, thereby diminishing the creative response that can occur. McNay
conducts a critique of the contemporary considerations of gender identity, and
categorizes them in either an essentialist or a constructivist stance. She goes
further to describe the former as determinist, and the latter as a hermeneutic
understanding of the process of self-formation. The formation of identity, within
both of these conceptual frameworks, is problematic, mostly, according to
McNay, because of the implications they have on the exercise of agency.
While McNay focuses primarily on the constructivist ideas, she does
consider the essentialist ideas of relational feminism. Nancy Chodorow and Carol
Gilligan are the foremost relational theorists, each describing an identity
formation that centers on the mother-child dyad. In so doing, they naturalize the
process of gender identity formation. By valorizing the relationally driven
development of girls, even as such a development is placed within a social
context, Chodorow and Gilligan describe an essential female identity. Agency
becomes limited to action that is possible only within the parameters of this
essential female identity.
McNay is primarily focused on the ideas about identity that have
developed out of the constructivist tradition. She explores the work of
contemporary thinkers such as Pierre Bourdieu, Michel Foucault and Judith
Butler, who have extended the discussion of the formative influence of society on
identity by adding a critical examination of power relations to their
considerations. Identity becomes conceptualized as the subjectification of an
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individual; the individual is subjected by social and material power relations.
When identity is conceived thus, as an externally imposed experience, the
possibilities for agency become implicated, as well. Acts of agency are
constrained to resistance to, dis-identification with or subversion of dominant
norms and ideologies. Therefore, dominating relations become central to a
conceptualization of an agency that is little more than a response to these
relations.
McNay asserts that within such a narrow and negative understanding of
identity and agency, much creative human activity can be overlooked. Neither
resistance nor an allegiance to an essential female identity account for the
complex, unanticipated and creative responses that individuals have to their
circumstances. Furthermore, any action that is not resistant or relational goes
unrecognized as having been an exercise of agency.
McNay envisions an identity that incorporates the tension between both
an essential and constructed experience. She explores the ways in which agency
can demonstrate complexity, creativity, and the temporality that is an important
aspect of identity formation. She appears to find her inspiration in Paul Ricoeur's
conception of the narrative structure of the self. In a narrative consideration, she
finds both identity formation and action: "...narrative simultaneously gives shape
to identity and is the means through which selfhood is expressed" (2000: 85).
According to McNay, narrative structures integrate the tension that exists
between change and stability. The opposing ideas of identity and agency that are
represented by relational and constructivist ideas reflect the diametric positions
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of stability and change: constructivists claim the provisional and unfixed
character of identity, in that identity construction is dependent upon the history
and culture of its societal experience, while the relational theorists allude to a
stability in their embrace of essential female identity. Ricoeur describes the two
positions as idem [sameness) and ipse (selfhood). McNay appears to be
convinced by his exploration of the ways in which idem and ipse are involved in
an interplay as identity is formed and continues to form. McNay writes:
The narration of identity creates a meaningful order from the variability
and discontinuities of life by grounding the self in the similitude of idem.
At the same time, narrative allows the exploration of the potentialities of
the self relatively freed from the actualities of idem character evident, for
example, in imaginative and philosophical explorations of the themes of
freedom and necessity. (2000,p. 88).
McNay examines the contemporary understandings of identity formation.
In the narrative structure of identity, she discovers an alternative to negative
conceptualizations which expands the possibilities for agency. This agency is
neither constrained by an essential nor limited to resistance.
Allison Weir (1996) explores the various contemporary understandings
about identity formation, and discovers what she describes as a "sacrificial
logic"; a logic or understanding of subordinated identity, an identity that is
dominated by the social relations of power. She is concerned that such a logic of
identity preempts any possibility for action and choice. Her work investigates
theories of identity for conceptualizations that clear space for individual agency.
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According to Weir, while the theories that she examines are quite
different from one another, many identity conceptualizations rested upon the
notion of repression. For Simone de Beauvoir, for example, the dichotomy
between relatedness and autonomy is absolute, so that female identity is based
against male identity. Judith Butler's work continues de Beauvoir's oppositional
line of thought by describing the dominant social relations that normatively
structure identity formation. Divergence and uniqueness are repressed as the
enemy. Weir describes the work of Jacques Derrida, who also asserts that
identity is built upon the repression of difference, in abeyance to a dominating
social structure.
Weir also considers the work of Carol Gilligan and Nancy Chodorow.
According to Weir, both of these scholars utilize the concept of repression in
their work. For Gilligan, an insurmountable opposition exists between
caretaking and personal autonomy, so that each exists to the exclusion of the
other. Gilligan asserts a gendered opposition, which concerns Weir in that a.
conflict is created for which there is no possibility of a solution. For Weir, a
conceptualization of identity that contains such irresolvable solutions is a
disservice to women and the work of feminism. Weir describes how Chodorow
also relies upon the concept of repression, so that identity is understood to be
formed by frustration, separation and the repression of the initial attachment.
While Weir acknowledges the significant impact that the social structure,
with its gendered divisions, has on identity formation, she finds many such
conceptualizations to be inadequate. She desires an understanding of identity
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that is formed by more than repression and domination. She appears to have
found inspiration in the work of Julia Kristeva, discovering an expanded
understanding of a self that can tolerate the complexities of human experience.
There is pain, frustration and domination as well as differentiation, autonomy
and action. According to Wefr, Kristeva asserts that it is because of pain that
action is possible: the pain makes criticism possible, and it is with a critical
assessment that we pursue improvement and possibilities. Weir writes,
We need to make space for an understanding of self-identity and
autonomy which will not clash with our conviction that individuals must
be understood as embedded, embodied, localized, constituted,
fragmented and subject to systems of power, oppression, and
exploitation. We need still to understand ourselves clearly as actors
capable of learning, of changing, of making the world, and ourselves,
better. (1996, pp. 184-185)
For Weir, a theory of identity formation must include the capacity to actively
participate in the external world.
With context as a primary consideration, the concept of identity expands
and gains innumerable dimensions as well as a temporality that impacts an
individual's experience of self and other (Ahmed, 2000). With temporality,
identity becomes unfixed but immersed in the passage of time. With fluid
expandability, identity vibrates with the pulse of all life that surrounds it:
intimate as well as impersonal relationships, culture, global existence, and
ecological experience.*
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In this research study, I have considered the theories of identity that
focus on the profound and complex interplay between constructions and
ideologies, and the particular. The theoretical work of Adrianna Cavarero (1999,
2004), Bracha Ettinger (1990, 2001, 2007), and Cynthia Willett (1995) are
considered most carefully, as each theorist contemplates the potential of the
location where an encounter between the individual and all that is 'other' occurs.
Cavarero describes the extent of an immersion when she focuses on the
significance of being heard and recounted in a theory that is at the same time
focusing on the ability to voice the meanings of one's particular experience.
While the story that is told about an individual directs the cohesiveness that
must exist for particular identity to thrive, it rests upon the capacity to vocalize the capacity to narrate, story-tell, and expose particular significance and
meaning.
Ettinger also centralizes the encounter between self and 'other' in her
theoretical work. She stresses the developmental significance of intrauterine
experience, claiming this experience to be as profoundly a stage in psychological
development as the ensuing stage described in much psychoanalytical work: the
Oedipal stage. Ettinger describes an encounter that immerses one person's
experience in an other's, and allows for the complexity of that encounter to be
characterized by the network of encounters that each person has been a part of
and continues to be impacted by.
Willet contributes to these theoretical conceptualizations by stressing the
connected, engaged and interactive aspects of social life. She asserts that it is a
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cultural bias to privilege and even to interpret human behaviours that are
disengaging, using concepts such as separation and self-actualization as markers
of psychological well-being.
Together, these theorists portray a process of identity that is based in the
encounter, that is fluid and transforming, that is nourished by and contributing
to an expanded encounter with others. The transformation that is a constant
by=product and response to the multiple encounters becomes the site of agency.
The encounters entail active inter-subjectivity, exposure and vulnerability and
the creation of an imprint of particularity.
This study is inspired by the agency and complexity that Cavarero,
Ettinger and Willet privilege in their accounts about identity. These theories
accomplish an understanding of identity that assumes the capacity for agency
and creativity. The interactive process of identity implies a reciprocal impact
between an individual and others. While others can influence identity, this
influence is not total.
A significant shift in perspectives about identity has been the focus on the
influence of others on identity. Specifically, historical and cultural context have
become central to understandings about identity. However the influence of the
social constructions is not impositional: the interplay between the individual and
the 'other' signifies the ways in which the individual is capable of bringing about
change, even to the social norms, rules of conduct and ideologically driven values
within which an individual is immersed. Norms, rules and values are embedded

11

in social existence. They are acted out: ideologies are performed over and over
again as an individual participates in social life.
In this study, I have considered social policy as an aspect of social life that
is shaped by and an enactment of ideology. By considering social policy, then, I
have magnified the agency and creativity with which the identity process occurs.
While ideologies are embedded in social practices, performed continuously, their
constructing influences fail to be complete. Instead, the individual and the social
experience constitute an encounter, each immersed in the 'other' in a manner
both complex and wide-reaching.
The identity process that I have focused on is the mother. The policy that I
have chosen is maternity benefits. I would speculate that for many Canadian
mothers, maternity benefits policy would not be identified as a policy that has
most impacted their motherhood. Immigration, Aboriginal and child protection
policies, for example, may have figured much more prominently in the lives of
many mothers. However, a consideration of maternity benefits policy considers
participation in the workforce. What is revealed with such a study, then, is the
cultural tension that exists between the identity of mother and the identity of
worker, such that the ideological force creates an oppositional and seemingly
irresolvable binary between mother and worker. With an exploration of
maternity benefits policy, the lived experience of this binary becomes foregrounded.
By drawing upon maternity benefits policy, I support an exploration of
identity as an interactive process, an immersion in encounter. I support a
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conceptualization of identity that acknowledges the impact of an individual's
context, but asserts the ability of the individual to engage with her context such
that its influence is not total.
The engagement that is foundational to the experience of witnessing and
being witnessed is one of the fundamental elements of context. It reflects the
performativity of identity (Goffman, 1962; Butler, 1999; Bell, 1999), where there
is an essential audience [animate and inanimate observers), as well as a
performer. The witnessing and being witnessed is a temporal process; a
narrative has a beginning and end that takes place within a larger context of
infinite historicity and potential (Mischler, 1986; Reissman, 2000).
I will focus primarily on social policy as a constructing agent, an active
gatekeeper of ideology and the attendant social constructions. With an
exploration of social policy that has mothers as its target, I hope to enhance an
understanding of the socially constructed identity of "mother". Social policy is
highly relevant to the social self because it is a social action or inaction directed
towards that which the state has targeted as a problem. Thus, social policy is a
significant social experience that is developed and enacted (or not) according to
the decisions that are made by the government. When social policy is recognized
as a function or action of the external world, we see that social policy acts upon,
or moves toward its target. We can visualize the place of contact as an encounter
between the social policy and the individual who is being impacted by the social
policy. We can envision an encounter that occurs between a constructed social
identity (a subject) and a subjective and particular identity. Then, we must allow
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for the complexity of the encounter, recognizing that the interplay does not
begin and end in this one encounter. The encounter has shaped the very
development of a policy, as has the time and place of this encounter, and even
the very nature of the particularities of the subjective identity.
By conducting this research study in the context of a conversation, intersubjectivity becomes an important aspect of this research study. Specifically, I
will explore for the possibility that transformation can occur in relation to
subjectivity, inter-subjectivity and constructed identity. If this transformation
can happen, how could it occur? What can the transformation be? Finally, is the
development of critical awareness a transformation that can occur?
Rather than create a research design that would attempt to measure,
predict or generalize - thus compromising the complexity and the focus on the
particular that describes the identity process, this research was designed to be a
parallel process as its theoretical underpinnings. An encounter was facilitated,
enriched by its location in cyberspace and the participatory and narrative
aspects of its process. This encounter was then examined. Specifically, I explored
the inter-subjective responses to crisis and also to normative identity
constructions. I suggest that identity is a process of complex encounter-ing, a
response that is continuously transformative. I also suggest that some of these
transformations entail the development of critical awareness. Most basically, I
suggest that the encounter holds great potential for agency and creativity.
This research stands out as a project that locates itself in cyberspace and
combines the practices of both narrative and Participatory Action Research
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methodologies in a cohesive manner. I would suggest the beginning of a model of
research praxis that extends an exploration of collaborative research and
narrative work as action.
This project is also distinct in its attempt to draw links between theory, a
powerfully constructed social identity and social policy. In doing so, this project
supports the assumption that considerations of individual and personal
experience are pertinent to larger systemic issues. By drawing in both micro and
macro considerations, I have remained committed to the complexity and reach
of the encounters that constitute identity.
An understanding of identity as a subjective/constructed encounter has
implications for a) the conceptualization of social work practice, b) the analysis
of social policy, as well as c] an acknowledgement of the critically aware agentic
self. This study is an investigation that makes significant any social work practice
that demonstrates critical curiosity and a willingness to encounter personal
narratives. The study also underscores the importance of the social work
practice of policy analysis as a potential means of gaining a critical consciousness
and, thus, a realization about some of the ways in which social constructions are
sustained. Finally, this study investigates a theory about identity that affords a
person agency, even as they absorb a socially constructed identity.
This exploration will begin with a scholarly description of the ways in
which theories about the self and identity have evolved. An exploration of the
development that has occurred in the understanding of identity can enhance an
understanding of the significance of the conception of an inter-subjective field.
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Such an understanding also addresses the impact of social policy, while
recognizing the reciprocal interplay that exists between the subjective
experience and the constructing policy. Social policy also responds to
subjectivity, which brings agency to the work of policy analysis and policy
development.
After exploring the historical development of the theoretical
conceptualizations of identity, I will apply a critical analysis to social policy in
general, and then to maternity benefits policy in particular. I have chosen to
focus on mothers because motherhood is a very potent experience. A focus on
motherhood becomes a magnified exemplar of identity realization, the
encounter between the subjective and the constructed, and the tensions and
agency that can arise from the encounter. I also choose the mother identity
because its social identity assumes passivity, yet the constructing contact with
each mother's particular identity generates a very likely potential for agency and
social action.
The platform for this research is a blog called mothersvoice. A blog is a
website journal, a web log. The blog platform signifies the interactive process
that is identity, as it housed an ongoing conversation and because it occurred in
cyberspace, a geography that is constituted by merging and a virtual absence of
boundaries that would be considered impossible to replicate in real life [RL).
Such a terrain functions as a metaphor of the theoretical conceptualization of
identity as a process of identity: cyberspace is an inter-subjective field.
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Mothersvoice ran as a closed, members-only blog conversation, with 28
mothers (n=28) from across Canada participating. The research methods of
Participatory Action and Narrative research were combined as a way of creating
a research praxis exemplified by collaborative text-creation, close interrogation
of the researcher/participant relationship, and as demonstrative of the theory of
identity being explored. The research moved through a number of stages,
beginning with an exchange of personal narrative and narrative co-analysis, then
a co-analysis, as well as a discourse co-analysis of the Canadian maternity
benefits policy, and, finally, a comparison between the subjective narrative and
the constructing policy narrative. The participants also had the opportunity to
evaluate the research process, which provided further information about the
process of mothersvoice. The analyses that the research participants codeveloped reveal ways in which subjective and constructed experience
compared to one another, and how the mothers integrated that encounter. The
process of the conversation was also analyzed, with a specific exploration of selfmaps and their active immersion into inter-subjectivity, and the transformative
potential of crisis, where time, awareness and inter-subjectivity can shift. The
mothersvoice conversation is conceptualized as a site in which subjectivities,
collectivity and constructed identities could participate in an encounter and
become an opportunity for multidimensional transformation. Mothersvoice
embodied the conceptualization of identity as a conversation that is never fixed
and will fluctuate in swells and flows, made up of components that are in a
constant interplay. I suggest that identity occurs, like mothersvoice did, in a field
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of inter-subjectivity that is collective, subjective and constructed alternatively,
simultaneously and unceasingly. Such is the conversation called identity.
1

Such a conceptualization about identity can also have implications for

the names we use for an identity. In this study, I will focus on the identity of
mother. The term 'mother' is what we can name the encounter and process that
is the identity of mother, which means the identity and the word 'mother' are
impacted by the space of encounter that includes that which is particular, and
that which is constructed. 'Mother' is the encounter, an unfixed term
representative of a fluid process.

Chapter 2
Literature Review
The fabric of the discussion in this following section is characterized by a
complex pattern of thought that focuses on the changes that have occurred in
conceptualizations of identity and the impact of social policy as an agent of
constructed identity. The overall design of this review of literature will find
resolution in a critical consideration of the impact of social policy as one part of a
theoretical model of identity. The theoretical model conceives of identity as an
ongoing process that incorporates both the external and subjective experience. I
will guide the literature review with a series of questions, as a way of
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contributing some clarity to the many images and directions that the following
pattern of thoughts has created.

A. An Authentic Self...and Beyond
1. How is modernism reflected in conceptualizations of the self that begin with
Freud?
As I consider the theories about self and identity that begin with Sigmund
Freud's psychoanalysis, I attempt to understand the growth and shifts that have
occurred. I am struck by the parallels between these early understandings of the
self and the epistemological paradigm of an individualistic modernism.
Modernist notions about knowledge embrace a truth that is to be discovered.
The discovery can only be made with careful consideration, objective
observation, and, ideally, within the confines of a de-contextualized
environment. Galileo captures the essence of modernism with his development
of sophisticated measures of observation, and his assertion that nature is best
described in the language of mathematics. According to modernist ideas, nature
is to be controlled in order to encounter true knowledge (Rorty, 1980).
So, too, does Freud approach the self. His psychoanalysis is a process of
discovery and insight. Psychoanalysis is a theory of personality and.
psychopathology, so that it is both a method of investigating the self, and a
method of treatment (Wolitzky, 1995). According to Freudian psychoanalysis,
the self is an authentic (true) cohesive entity. It is contained, and its optimal
state is one of a consciousness that transcends nature. Freud asserts that
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historical, relational trauma and dysfunction must be addressed in order to
support a more functioning and cohesive self [Freud, 1938). While Freud was
revolutionary in his attention to the impact of relationships on the wellbeing of
an individual, he nevertheless envisions an internal cohesion. For Freud, the
movement towards cohesion and consciousness requires a strong internal ego
that is able to mediate between the sexual and instinctual drives of the id and the
authoritative and exacting demands of the external world represented by the
superego. The ego tempers both the impulsive and misbehaved activities of the
id, as well as the punitive expectations of the superego. While society and
external relations serve an integral role in the development of the self, the
conceptualization is of a self that is an internal aspect of the individual whose
healthy growth was dependent upon relations with the external world.
Hienz Kohut [1977) supports a Freudian conceptualization of the ego's
development being contingent upon and vulnerable to the connections an
individual has with others. He is less convinced by the focus on sexual drives,
their repression and the roles of the id, superego and ego. He does, however,
maintain the concept of a tri-partite self. Kohut's tri-partite self involves the
acquisition of ambitions, ideals, and skills. The development of these aspects of
the self coincides with the needs an individual is ideally able to have met in the
context of a relationship.
Kohut's conceptualization is a considerable step away from pure
Freudian analysis. His work is known as self psychology, an approach to
psychoanalysis in which the fulfillment of a "cohesive self is an individual's
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primary goal for personal health. While Freud's cohesion rests upon a successful
consciousness reliant upon the negotiations between impulse and authority,
Kohut's concept of cohesion depicts containment and independence, so that the
negotiations appear to be between the individual and her external relationships.
Autonomy is valued as an exercise of wholeness and boundedness, an absolute
oneness to initiate authentic personal movement in the wider world.
In his book, Restoration of Self(1977), Kohut refers to the self as "our
sense of being an independent center of initiative and perception", and as being
"integrated with our most central ambitions and ideals" (155). He goes on to
write that "We can describe the various cohesive forms in which the self appears,
can demonstrate the several constituents that make up the self...and explain
their genesis and functions" (155). The central image in his descriptions of the
ways in which an individual relies upon the responses of those around her is that
of the mother who encounters her infant as an entire self, and who, ideally,
creates an environment of acceptance for the whole self that is her child.
Erik Erikson is another ego psychologist, also heavily influenced by
Freud but less taken by the dominance of the sexual drive and sexual drive
repression aspects of Freud's theory. Erikson builds his work upon Freud's
epigenetic principle, where the personality is understood to be moving through
stages of development. Erikson (1959) extends Freud's description of five stages
to a life cycle involving eight stages. After his death, Erikson's wife, with whom
he did a great deal of research and theory development, contributed a ninth
stage to his theory of development. The epigenetic principle upholds
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individualistic values of development and movement that is self-contained and
independent, striving to reach an authentic and ultimate place of truth. Erikson's
work is noteworthy in its acknowledgement of the significance of society and
culture on a child's development. Yet, the influence is on healthy individualized
development, just as water and sun can influence the growth of a plant. The self
continues to be a cohesive whole entity, according to Erikson's understanding of
the self. He agrees with Freud with the contention that the reasons for
differences between genders were primarily biological. Society does not play a
substantial enough role in Erikson's conceptualization of gender to be
considered as having a significant impact on gendered identity. Instead, Erikson
focuses on the development of the self, identifying the stages of development of a
core identity that is accomplished with the successful movement through the
crises of life stages (Erikson, 1968). While the crises are described as being
psychosocial, and, thereby, relevant to culture and society, the stages and
movement through the stages have limits imposed upon them by biology.
Margaret Mahler, who also works within the Freudian tradition of
psychoanalysis, identifies the individual's health-based desire to develop and to
strengthen a coherent selfhood (Mahler, 1968). She is mainly interested in
normal childhood development, and in the process by which a young child
arrives at a sense of self. She describes the self as a basic core, whose health
depends upon the responsiveness and acceptance of the mother. When the
mother is able to be well connected with her child, the child would move through
several developmental stages of a separation process, arriving at a well-
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individuated state of being. According to Mahler, "(d)isruptions in the
fundamental process of separation-individuation can result in a disturbance in
the ability to maintain a reliable sense of individual identity in adulthood"
(Mitchell & Blacek, 1995,46-47). With Mahler's work, the concept of
actualization is understood to be the personal ambition that is most effectively
attainable through separation. Once again, it is a concept of healthy identity as an
individualistic pursuit that is by itself and in itself.
The conceptualization of an internal, whole self lies at the root of the idea
of self-actualization. Self-actualization is identified by a number of self-theorists
as an individual's most significant goal and location of health. Abraham Maslow
describes self-actualization as the "desire to become more and more of what one
is" (Maslow, 1943, p. 372.) He describes a hierarchy of human needs, with the
need for self-actualization at its pinnacle. Individualistic belief is demonstrated
here in the hierarchical structure of personal progress that is fueled by the
desire to improve, to move higher to places that become narrower and less
roomy, closer to that highest location that is reserved for the "One".
While the ideas of self-actualization stress the condition of the boundaries
of the whole self, Carl Jung approached wholeness in his theory about the self
with a focus on the inner state of the whole. He has described an authenticity of
self that can only be accomplished when the various aspects of the personality
are integrated into the whole (Jung, 1956). At first glance, Jung's concepts of the
collective unconscious that incorporates all of human history into the psychic
experience, and archetypes that exist as components of the psyche suggest a
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conceptualization of the self that is both fluid and multiple. However, Jung's
description of the self is as a whole and autonomous identity. The collective
unconscious lies "beneath the personal psyche" (p. 161), as a ground upon which
the psyche stands. The archetypes are described as instincts, and Jung writes
that "there are things in the psyche which I do not produce, but which produce
themselves and have their own life. Philemon [one of Jung's" archetypes)
represented a force which was not myse//"(italics mine, p.183). The goal of Jung's
psychology is for resolution to be reached within the psyche between the
conflicting instincts and experiences. The result of resolution is the development
of the psyche, and the "goal of psychic development is the self" (p. 196).
For the modernist, the concept of a cohesive self provides a direction and
a destination for psychological health. The inner self that must be found again,
which began as an intrinsic, whole and healthy entity, with which each of us are
born, provides the psychotherapist and theorist with a straightforward map. The
"X" on the map is the treasure chest in which the fulfilled self lies waiting,
autonomous in its initiatory existence.

2. How is the shift to postmodernism reflected in the evolution of theories about
identity?
The concept of the self as an authentic, whole core fails to appreciate the
significance of social existence. The power and critical consideration of a socially
constructed identity is absent from the aforementioned map, obstructing much
of what can be discovered. Motherhood does not stand alone as an event that
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happens to an autonomous, passively identified individual. Motherhood, when
the social experience is considered, becomes an active identity response to a life
event, rather than simply a place to go to, or endeavor to reach.
An appreciation for the impact of the social experience on identity is
beaconed by the paradigmatic shift into postmodernism. It is as if as we strove
for the health of self-actualization, we came up against context. As we tried to
contain the self as the scientist contains experiments in the white enclosure of a
laboratory, we encountered the closed doors. Postmodernism arrived and flung
open those doors, and the impermeable boundaries of the self were ruptured.
Modernist ideas about reality were severely shaken by the work of
philosopher of science, Thomas Kuhn, who exposed the fallibility of supreme
scientific structures (1962). In so doing, he demonstrated the possibility that
knowledge and truth are both fluid and impermanent. His work became pivotal
to the movement toward postmodernism. Narrative researcher, Elliott Mishler
(1991) describes how the idea that knowledge acquisition could occur without a
context and from a fully neutral stance began to be understood as "naive
realism". In their book, The Social Construction of Reality, Berger and Luckmann
(1966) describe the implications of non-neutral truth by referring to reality as a
social construction, dependent upon a cultural and historical context.
The influence of subjective truth and social constructionist thinking has
been great enough to be conceptualized as an evolving epistemology. Many
philosophers and cultural critics have explored the cultural impact on reality,
and the fluid nature of truth, so numerous that the names I mention, Rorty and
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his notion of a communal version of truth (1979); Feyerabend when he
discussed deconstructive methodology, otherwise referred to as theoretical
anarchism (1975); and Lyotard with his enduring opposition to universalized
experience, a stance he described as a postmodern "incredulity towards metanarratives (1984: 63), signify only the beginning of a remarkable wave of
thinkers that have impacted multiple disciplines.
Many feminist scholars have contributed significantly to postmodern
thought, so that feminist theories have multiplied and many diverse and antiessentialist ideas about identity and knowledge were embraced. For example,
standpoint feminist theory (Harding, 1999; Smith, 1977,1990) celebrates
knowledge that is not objective or without a context. Everyday/everynight life
experience (Smith, 1999) is prioritized as a significant site of knowledge, thereby
recognizing the value and validity of knowledges that have been subjugated by
the modernist restrictions about truth.
With the challenges that were leveled against the concept of one truth
and the values of rationality, boundaries and cohesion/understandings of the self
have also been significantly altered. Just as the "one truth" was relinquished, so,
too, was the "one core self. Conceptualizations about identity shifted, so that
boundaries became profoundly permeable, and ideas about origin were replaced
by infinite temporality, absoluteness by ambiguity. Discrepancy, as a deviation
from that which is expected based on a norm, becomes significant to the concept
of identity in a postmodern era.
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A number of theorists have developed some very different
conceptualizations of the self and identity. Their conceptualizations seem to be
influenced, in their social constructionist perspectives, by the work of Martin
Heidegger, who describes how culture determines which aspects of their
environment a person will focus upon and which they will ignore. In so doing,
culture directs a person about how to think and how to act (Heiddeger, 1977).
Philip Cushman (1990), for example, describes identity as being socially,
politically and culturally constructed, asserting that culture "infuses individuals,
fundamentally shaping and forming them..."(pg. 601), and that we can
understand identity not by attempting to read the person, but instead by looking
over that person's shoulder at the culture she/he is reading. Cushman is
influenced by the work of theorists such as Kenneth Gergen, who discards "the •
category of self, claiming, instead, that the self is a process that is entirely social
(Gergen 1991).

Gergen describes the process by which individuals have

become completely saturated by their social experience, primarily due to the
impact of technological advancements that have opened up encounters and
communications that are overwhelmingly multiple, diverse and global. The
thesis for his 1991 book is that "the process of social saturation is producing a
profound change in our ways of understanding the self"(p. 6). He contends that
social saturation "brings with it a general loss in our assumption of the true and
knowable selves" (p. 16).
Gergen describes a saturated self that is the result of a highly technical
culture where relentless access to global experience is unprecedented. The level
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at which this access is occurring leaves individuals saturated with multiple and
diverse experiences, to the extent that our very ideas about truth and reality are
being severely shaken. The cultural movement into postmodernism is changing
the very possibility of a self and has altered what it is that constitutes identity.
According to Gergen, the postmodern self is one in which the self
disappears; its manifestation is in its relationships. Although he writes about the
manifested relationship that is the self, he describes the result as an erasure of
the self, but not an erasure of the social. The relationships within which the self
is absorbed are so multiple and so constant as to cancel out the self, so that what
Gergen describes is a series of relationships where the social so dominates the
relationship as to completely subordinate the self.
Miller Mair and Karl Thomm have also developed theories of the self that
serves as responses to culture. While Gergen refers to relationship and
saturation, Mair and Tomm focus on the fragmented, isolated and
technologically dependent nature of our current culture. Miller Mair [1977]
describes a "community of selves" as a way of exploring the multiple nature of
individuals. He favours a meta-psychology, which transcends a description of the
individual in order to embrace an existence in a large and diverse world whose
' characters and events have an impact on all persons. He seems to suggest a
vulnerability and undeniable exposure that constitutes current human existence.
Karl Tomm (1998] addresses human exposure with his concept of the self
as an "internalized other". He thinks of the individual self as "made up of a
history of prior relationships, including the conversations within which they are
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embedded" [p. 305). According to Tomm, individual identity becomes embedded
with all the people a person has encountered, and even those which they have
only heard about. The identity responses which Mair and Tomm have described
represent the intrapsychic community that is created by the individual as a
response to a culture that they have described as one in which external
communing is occurring at diminishing rates (Hoskins & Leseho, 1996), while
actual exposure to global existence is accelerating.
The appreciation of culture as an identity determinant can take different
shapes, as well. While Claude Levi-Strauss (1966), anthropologist and significant
contributor to the structuralist movement, claims that identity is entirely
structured by the external, experience, other theorists, including Jacques Derrida,
and the early work of Michel Foucault and Julia Kristeva, extend the reach of an
external influence by attributing on-going history to the otherwise fixed
structure of the self. With history, identity becomes a process.
The social constructionist process of identity, however, is wholly
determined by cultural experience, by societal fluctuations through time and
history. A conceptualization of passive identity continues to be upheld, where
the individual is an empty vessel into which culture and history are poured. The
implication of such a conceptualization for mothers is that they become, with
motherhood, whatever it is that society has constructed as "mother". Personal,
particular identity is reduced to nothing, and mothers are left to embody a
collective, conforming self.
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3. How can identity be considered so that there is a place for agency?
I have explored the way in which understandings about self and identity
have shifted, so profoundly that the very concept of a self has disappeared, given
over to the dominant influence of the external world: society. It is my contention
that neither an account of an authentic, whole self nor an account of a fully
constructed self is adequate, and that an individual's experience is simplified and
made passive by either conceptualization. Instead, I am influenced by the work
of many scholars who contend that identity is formed by the interactions
between the self and the social. Gergen provides a helpful metaphor in his
nomenclature of "the saturated self. The image is that of a sponge that has fully
absorbed a dish of water. The sponge is no longer only a sponge. While Gergen
focuses on the effective erasure of self that occurs with saturation, his metaphor
of saturation reminds me that the water also has lost its distinct form. The self
and the social are profoundly touched by one another, so that neither form
maintains its distinctness. My struggle has been to squeeze the water out of the
sponge, and speak of the distinct and autonomous self that is in relationship with
a distinct and autonomous societal structure. Yet, the mutual influence each has
had on the other is complex and layered enough to seem to be without beginning
or end. If identity is what occurs when the particular self encounters the
structuring social, and vice versa, then what I may be able to do without creating
an insurmountable conundrum for myself is to speak of the influence of the
structure and the influence of the distinct self on the ongoing process of identity.
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By referring to the "process" of identity, I suggest that the construct of
identity is ongoing and fluid and also that identity is alive—bristling and
oscillating and vibrating because of the tension that is its encounter. Because it is
an encounter, it becomes active. The way for me to begin this consideration of an
active identity where there is great potential for personal agency is with an
exploration of the influence of the structure. I have found that as I gain an
appreciation for the structuring aspects of society, I also find a path that leads to
agency. This path is formed by the critical awareness that accompanies an
acknowledgement of the structuring activities of a capitalist, hierarchically
organized society.

4. Why is a critical awareness important for agency?
Realization, according to Hannah Arendt (1958), is closely related to
unique and original action. Realization stands opposed to acceptance, which
Arendt attributes to conformity and passive, dependent activity. Realization
occurs when an individual is able to assess the world around her, and make
decisions about ways in which it could improve. For mothers, this is a significant
concept. The constructed identity of the mother is laden with ideological weight.
Such an identity can only become unique and active when the ideology is
examined and assessed, when a critical exploration has been made. Critical
exploration becomes most feasible when the contextual nature of knowledge has
been accepted. The attribution of knowledge and truth to their context marks a
significant shift away from the modernist paradigm. An exploration of this
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paradigmatic shift will help me to arrive at an in-depth understanding of the
identity process for mothers.

5. How do theories of self reflect critical awareness?
When identity becomes conceived of in such a way as to incorporate the
notion of the subject and social structuring, an awareness is developed about the
societal context. The social context is explored for its constructing efforts, as well
as for the motives of those efforts. It is my contention, then, that the theories
about the self that acknowledge structuring influences upon identity reflect an
awareness rather than an acceptance of the context.
Psychoanalyst, Jacques Lacan, with his emphasis on the structuring
effects of language, demonstrates a critical awareness of the social context in his
work. He is enormously influenced by the work of Sigmund Freud, so that much
of his work has been an elaboration of the work of Freud, particularly the work
that he feels is significant yet incomplete (Grosz, 1990). The narcissistic ego is
one Freudian concept that Lacan feels is important enough to deserve further
expansion. While Freud develops the realistic ego as the goal of psychoanalytic
treatment, Lacan discovers in the development of the narcissistic ego the
development of personal identity where language acquires a primary role and
function. By pursuing his interest in the narcissistic ego, Lacan brings about a
shift in psychoanalysis, whereby the self, as it is being newly conceptualized,
loses its intrinsic and core attributes, and instead becomes a construction of its
social systems. These social systems are symbolized by and
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internalized/experienced as a series of signs: language. According to Lacan, and
many of the theorists who have been influenced by his work, language forms
identity.
In order to understand how it is that language is able to have such a
potent influence on the development of a person's very identity, we must briefly
explore Lacan's concept of the narcissistic ego. According to Lacan, an infant's
most primary experiences are completely immersed in the external world. The
arms that carry it, the breast or bottle that feeds it, and the blankets that swaddle
it are experienced by the infant as the one great whole that is it. This state of
oneness with all cannot continue, and is interrupted by moments in which the
needs of the infant are not effortlessly and promptly satisfied. It becomes aware
that it is something external to itself that it must rely upon for these needs to be
met. The narcissistic ego is it's response, where the external world begins to be
internalized, so that the needs can be symbolically met by the images of the
caring other that the infant creates within itself. A sense of self is developed with
the awareness that there is "other", and the narcissistic ego is the response to
that awareness, which was brought about by frustration.
The infant's needs continue to be primary, and they continue to be met,
now in a symbolic and internalized way. In her exploration of Lacan's
psychoanalysis, Elizabeth Grosz describes the internalization process:
The narcissistic model of the ego implies that the ego can take itself, its
own image, parts of its own body as an 'object', and invest them as if they
were external or 'other'. It is constituted as an ego through alienation,

33

through the creation of a necessary rift between lived immediacy of
perception/sensation, and mediated reflection or self-distance. Its
identity is bound to relations with others. It is a sedimentation, a locus, of
images which form its self image (1990, p.30)
According to Lacan, as the infant develops and the encounters with the
external world multiply, the symbols of the external world become increasingly
available for internalization. The symbols of the external world that are most
significant to Lacan are its signs: its language. Language represents the structure
of the social world, and, via language, the infant's sense of identity becomes
structured by that social world.
Judith Butler is strongly influenced by the work of Jacques Lacan. As a
post-structuralist philosopher, she is primarily interested in the laws of
language. In her allegiance to the work of Lacan, she draws a strong parallel
between language and identity, and she explores the laws of language as they
influence the legal system, and thus, the ways in which the legal system
structures identity. In Excitable Speech (1997), she examines the ways in which
the laws related to censorship, hate speech and pornography have great
implications for individual identity. She struggles with the ways in which laws
assume a sovereignty to the person committing the speech crime, so that the
exchange is a linear verdict delivered by one individual who becomes capable of
imposing an identity-altering violence onto another individual. Butler insists
that language structures us in such a way that we are infinitely subjected by it.
There can be no sovereign delivery in speech, as the speaker is a subject of the
34

structure of society, and her words do not begin as they leave her mouth; they
have been weighted and shaped by culture and history. The speaker who
delivers a name is not exercising a unilateral action, since she has been
structured, and, therefore, "named" herself. The recipient of the delivery is also
not bound by a unilateral relationship: Butler writes, "a subject in language is
positioned as both addressed and addressing, and ... the very possibility of
naming another requires that one first be named. The subject of speech who is
named becomes, potentially, one who might well name another in time" (1997,
p. 29).
When a theory prioritizes the effect of language in its ability to name and
structure identity, individuals become conceptualized as the performers of their
identities. Butler asserts that even gender is an effect of performance (1990). Of
gender, she writes that it is "a construction that conceals its genesis, the tacit
collective agreement to perform, produce and sustain discrete and polar genders
as cultural fictions is obscured by the credibility of those productions" (1990, p.
140). Due to the influence of Butler's work, the understanding of identity as
performance has become an established feminist theoretical consideration.
Many years before the work of Judith Butler, sociologist Erving Goffman
conducted in-depth investigations of the performative function of a person's
existence. In The Presentation o/5e//(1959), Goffman describes how personality
is formed by our social performances, where we conceptualize ourselves as
social beings, observed and judged by others. Social life, then, is integral to
personal identity, built upon the ways in which we are perceived by others. A
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specific set of behaviours and a convincing presentation is expected of us in
order to convey consistency with the identity that is being performed. There is
not simply a core self. Rather, there are our performances, fully created by and
reliant upon social conception. As Goffman writes about the roles and
performances that need to appear real, performances that create shame should
they fail or should their "front" reveal a rupture, one can imagine he is describing
a core identity as the actor of a social presentation or role. However, he also
describes a social realization that occurs via one's performance: "A status, a
position, a social place is not a material thing, to be possessed and then
displayed; it is a pattern of appropriate conduct, coherent, embellished, and well
articulated. Performed with ease or clumsiness, awareness or not, guile or good
faith, it is none the less something that must be enacted and portrayed,
something that must be realized" (p. 75). A social identity is realized, and it is
realized through a social performance that convinces the individual's audience of
a particular reality. The fallibility of these performances suggests that the reality
is unstable; the performance that entails an actor and an audience suggests that
identity is formed within, by and is fully dependent upon an external society.
In binding the audience and performer, Goffman's work reflects an
understanding of a self that is interactive. However, while he refers to a core self,
it is via deduction that he does so: he writes about masks and roles and actors,
without actually paying theoretical attention to the self that dons the mask and
takes on the role as actor. We know from Goffman about the characters in the
play, but not about the individuals who are playing the parts. As a sociologist,
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Goffman is primarily intrigued by social conduct, so that his investigations have
overlooked an explicit conceptualization of the self. His presenting or
performing self is an interactive concept, where actor and audience are
intricately bound. His interest, however, remains in the performance, rather than
with the person of the performer.
Indeed, with such a primary interest in the social presentation of the self,
Goffman's becomes the voice that shouts across an expanse, met with and
overlapped by the echoes of contemporary performativity theories of identity.
Vikki Bell, in the introduction of Performativity and Belonging (1999), explains
the use of the word "belonging" as one that captures the relationship between
being and the longing to both be and to belong. She asks, "what is identity
without the affect implied more strongly by the term identification? "(p. 1). She
continues by describing belonging as an achievement; the achievement is an
identity that has been the result of performance. The goal of such an
achievement is to be a part of, to have a place, to be accepted. Once again, we
encounter a conceptualization of self that is the interaction between the person
and the social, along with a disproportionate interest in the effect of the
performance rather than the self that is performing.
Performativity theory upholds Lacan's definition of identity as "the
transformation that takes place in the subject when he assumes an image" (1977,
p. 2). The image is external, absorbed in from the social world of the individual.
The mother is an internalized image that is then presented to the outside world.
Performativity theory, by stressing the preeminent desire to belong, centralizes
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the social experience, so that self and other are defined through identification
with; there is the self that belongs in the social world and the other who does not
belong. By claiming an identity, a belonging self is accomplished, and a nonbelonging other is differentiated from. For example, the good mother fits the
social maternal image, and is distinguished from the bad mother.
With the formation of identity resulting in a clear delineation between
self and other as her premise, Sara Ahmed explores the experience of passing
[1998], and manages to loosen the hold of social life on identity formation.
Passing occurs when an individual's identity as an "other" is misrecognized.
While the formation of identity involves passing, as a delineation between self
and other and as a failure to be conceived as other (i.e. a white person being
conceived as a white person), passing involves an identity formation that is both
a "failure to grasp other" (Ahmed, p. 92) (i.e. a person of colour passing as a
white person) and a socially differentiated other (i.e. a woman of colour). To be
misrecognized as a person who belongs, who is not other, clears space for the
resistance of social impositions of identities: "The dis-organizing of social
identities, here, can become a mechanism for the re-organizing of social life (p.
91)".
The re-organization does not occur because the passing has altered an
individual's identity due to being misrecognized as a belonging subject. Ahmed,
the woman of colour, did not become white when she was identified as a white
woman with a suntan. Rather, passing re-organizes at an epistemological level. If
the one who belongs can be convincingly imitated by the one who does not
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belong, then the privilege of belonging is revealed to be fabricated, a mere
construction rather than a reality of the natural world.
Patricia Hill Collins explored a similar line of thought in her study of
women of colour who were employed as domestic helpers (1994). Collins
described these women's perspectives as that of the outsider-within. While they
were fully incorporated into the white households, entrusted as intimate helpers
and care providers, the domestic workers in Collins' study were able to see
inside the lives of their privileged employers in ways that disorganized or
disturbed their identities as "other". This perspective did not afford them a new
identity, however. Rather, it gave them a line of vision so that they could witness
and recognize the hypocrisies and unclaimed flaws of privileged life. Privilege is
built upon an assumption of natural superiority; the outsider-within perspective
provided an epistemic revelation that privilege is not derived from a natural
order of superiority.
While queer, Lacanian, performativity and similarly post-structuralist
theories outline the interaction between self and the external social world as
being formative of identity, the main focus is on the impact of social life. By
describing an identity where the assumption of an identity is disturbed by both a
misrecognition and an erroneous social image that cannot be assumed, Ahmed
and Hill-Collins shift some of the weight from the shoulders of society. It
becomes possible that the self is actively interacting with society, capable of
identity dissonance and the recognition of the fabricated character of widely
ordained social epitaphs. Inadvertently perhaps, Butler also diminishes the
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strength of the social impact when she dismantles the sovereignty of the name
caller. When she denies the capacity of the name caller to de-form the person she
has addressed, there is a crack revealed. The crack leaves space for the
possibility that we do not become what we are named - that the subject cannot
be an imposed identity. The mother cannot have an identity imposed upon her.
With her subjectivity, she experiences a particular and potentially agentic self.

B. Social Policy as a Constructer of Identity
1. Why examine social policy in a consideration of identity and agency?
I intend to conceptualize social policy as an important aspect of individual
identity. As a matter of fact, in this paper, I will be primarily informed by an
analysis of social policy as the social identity [the structuring discourse, the
constructing agent) that an individual encounters as part of her process of
identity. After substantiating the premise that policy informs social identity, I
will focus specifically on Canadian maternity benefits policy in its obvious
targeting of mothers. My goal is to gain a critical awareness about the impact of
social policy in general, and maternity benefits specifically, on the identity of
mothers. By aspiring to greater critical awareness, I clear a space for discrepancy
to be revealed. I contend that it is out of discrepancy, that deviation from the
norm, that agency can emerge.
2. What is the impact of social policy?
I struggle to find a metaphor for social policy and its role in our lives. I
consider that social policy is like oxygen, something we are surrounded by, that
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we take into our systems with little thought; we are sustained by its force but are
often oblivious to it. Social policy is also like a skeleton, the structure that holds
us up, yet, we pay little heed to the abilities of the bones and their constellation
to carry and propel us through our daily travels.
Social policy, like oxygen, permeates our daily lives in a way that is
constant. Like a skeleton, policy provides an underlying structure for society and
for the individual. It is difficult to remain conscious of the immersive regularity
with which our lives are touched by social policy, even as we remain aware of its
existence.
3. Social policy and the subject: How does social policy socialize?
As the developers and implementers of social policy, governments
exercise a fundamental authority in shaping or directing social behaviour
(Howlett & Ramesh, 1995). With its intended impact on social performance, a
policy is a normative action that is exercised upon members of society. In other
words, social policy is an action or inaction that socializes [Westhues, 2006). The
socializing actions are implemented in the areas of social life that the
government has decided are problematic. It is for this reason that policy can be
understood to be problem-based (Pal, 2001; Kenney-Scherber, 2006) and
targeted to specific aspects of social life. The decisions that the government
makes with social policy are
a) whether a specific area or circumstance of social life constitutes a
problem;
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b) whether the goal of addressing the problem requires action or
inaction; and
c) how the action/inaction that is a social policy will be carried out to
most effectively address that which has been defined as a problem (Pal,
2001).
Problems, as social policy analyst Murray Edelman [1988) reminds us,
are based upon the ideologies of our time. Hermeneutics philosopher HansGeorg Gadamer describes an ideology as a "system of conceptions which
explicitly or implicitly claims to be absolutely true, that is to say, which is based
on a distorted, objectivist consciousness" (cited in Duncker, 2006). The main
purpose of an ideology is to create change in a society through a normative
thought process, supporting a set of ideas about how the world ought to be. A
dominant ideology presents as neutral, and in this way, upholds a group of
unchallenged assumptions. An ideology can be conceived of as an instrument of
social reproduction.
The problems out of which social policies are developed are recognized as
such because of an ideological world view. In other words, problems, writes
Edelman,
come into discourse, and therefore into existence as reinforcements of
ideologies, not simply because they are there or because they are
important for well being. They signify who are virtuous and useful and
who are dangerous or inadequate, which actions will be rewarded and
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which penalized....(T)hey define the contours of the social world. (1988: p.
13)
Gadamer has suggested that an ideology is a set of unchallenged ideas
claiming to be the absolute truth (Dunckner, 2006). Edelman also describes how
ideological premises can become so "widespread in...everyday language that
they are not recognized as ideological at all, but accepted as the way the world is
constituted" (1988, p. 13). I am reminded of my previous conceptualization
about the influence and role of social policy. The impact of social policy and
- ideology are uncannily similar, each one a profoundly influential structure Upon
which we rely so heavily and constantly with minimal conscious awareness.
Indeed, there is a strong relationship between policy and ideology that can be
evidenced with an exploration of the problem definition that occurs during the
initial stages of policy development. When these problems are themselves
understood to be based upon ideologies, Edelman's assertion that problems
identify the dangerous and the virtuous multiplies with significance.
An ideology can be conceptualized as a location in which people can
reside so comfortably as to take their ideological surroundings, within which
they are submerged, for granted. As a location, ideologies gain a set of
boundaries. Social policy can be conceptualized as the instrument by which
these boundaries are created, strengthened and maintained. When the
boundaries are not clearly defined, or have permeability, problems will arise as
the sanctity of the ideals is in some way threatened by individuals who seem to
be operating in contradiction to the ideology. These individuals are the
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strangers: aliens who appear oblivious to the truths of the ideology. As
"outsiders", they are dangerous, posing a serious threat to all those that adhere
to and therefore belong within the world the ideology pertains to.
Sara Ahmed's work in Strange Encounters (2000) provides me with an
analogy that can serve as a critical analysis tool, and assists me in my efforts to
weave together identity and policy. Ahmed describes a discourse of "stranger
danger" in her book. According to this discourse, the stranger presents as a
figure, a subject that has been cut off from its subjectivity — from its social,
cultural and material relations. Even when race or social location is noted, the
observation is minimized to a two dimensional image: that of a cardboard cut
out. For example, an acknowledgement of race would be simply "Black": a
homogeneous category that leaves no room for the complexity that is difference.
With difference, the image gains a third dimension, that of her context.
On the other hand, a figure is something that simply is, and what it simply
is, in the case of the "stranger danger" discourse, is dangerous. The connection
that is made between '"stranger" and "dangerous" becomes, then, a discourse
about what also constitutes safety. Ahmed writes,
The possibility of personal safety for mobile subjects hence requires
'collective definitions' of that which is 'safe, harmless, trustworthy', and
that which is 'bad, dangerous and hostile'.... Such collective definitions
provide the subject with the knowledge required to move within the
world, allowing the subject to differentiate between familiar and strange,
safe and dangerous... (2000, p. 33).
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When we comprehend an ideology as a bounded site, the "strangerdanger" discourse can be activated. The site is created by a set of assumptions
and ideas that are granted such an absolute truth so as to become neutral and
material components of the world. Those subjects who absorb the ideology as
neutral and as truth are safe, virtuous subjects, at home in their ideology. Those
individuals who do not fit, who challenge the sovereignty of the ideology, whose
activities are not congruent with the directives of the ideology are, therefore,
"strangers" to the ideology.
When the assumptions and ideas that are upheld by an ideology are taken
for granted, incongruency can occur without a marked awareness. The policies
that reinforce an ideological boundary can incorporate the assumptive character
of an ideology, so that their effect is also experienced without consciousness. The
"stranger danger" discourse strips individuals of their subjected and subjective
experience, to become, instead, dangerous/zgures who threaten the purity of the
ideological space.
A social policy is created by identified problems. These problems are only
recognized when an ideology appears to be under siege. In a way, then, we can
conceptualize policy as the set of boundaries of an ideology. These boundaries
are erected and reinforced when events herald an ideological vulnerability:
when a social event gets defined as a social problem. When we explore the
problem that a social policy has defined, as well as the instruments that are
utilized in the policy response, we can gain awareness about the history and
culture that is the ideological context of that policy. We can develop an
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understanding about the values that a society has embraced, and the ways in
which members of that society and their locations within that society have been
socially constructed. Social policy contributes to and works to sustain these
social constructions.
An ideology under siege leads to the definition of events as social
problems, which leads to the development of a social policy. Returning to my
earlier definition of the subject as the matter of a discourse - which, in turn, is
the expression of an ideological terrain - I envision social policy as the set of
boundaries by which a subject is formed and informed. The subject, its discourse
and the ideology are a triated structure: to talk about one is to acknowledge the
existence of the other two. Therefore, an assertion of the ideological character of
social policy is also an identification of social policy as integral to the practice of
subjectification.
There are many threads to be pulled apart in the study of ideology,
discourse and the subject. Michel Foucault was exemplary in his close
examination of these threads. He examined a number of societal institutions that
serve a very specific normative function: the psychiatric system, with its use of
diagnosis to differentiate between the sane and the insane (1986); the judicial
system with its use of sentencing to differentiate between innocence and guilt
(1977); and the religious institutions to differentiate moral from immoral
(1977). He explored these systems, among many, in order to understand the
many ways in which ideology, discourse, and the subject create a regime of truth
that serves ultimately to meet the needs of a capitalist state (1976).
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Normative initiatives are intended to define and sustain a status quo. The
status quo is maintained by a social construction, which is any construction that
has been built up by a collective of assumptions and expectations created by an
ideology. Discourse is the expression of that ideology, while the subject is that in
whom the expression is invested. We can see how intricately woven together are
the concepts of discourse, analysis and subject. Taken together, we can
understand the complexity and resilience of a social construction. Postmodern
theorist Gergen insists that social constructions are powerful enough as to
become relevant to any social experiences, so that they can guide identity,
behaviour and even emotion [1991]. The constructions are held stable, and in
this way play a primary role in status quo maintenance. To shift the status quo
would be to operate outside of the social construction and to challenge the
assumptions upon which the status quo rests. When these challenges are
effective, the stability of a social construction is compromised.
A critical examination of a societal status quo focuses on the ways in
which privilege is distributed by the status quo. Critical considerations examine
the organization of a society as the methods by which to distribute and sustain
power relations. Currently, the status quo is one of White European and/or
North American, male, heterosexual, physically- and cognitively-abled privilege.
Rippling out of this imbalanced distribution of privilege is the effect of power
relations throughout society that are characterized by inequity. Sheila Neysmith,
Kate Bezanson and Anne O'Connell (2005) contend that social policy, as a carrier
of social constructions, cannot yield to and does not intend to procure any
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substantial change to the network of power relations that define social life. Iara
Lessa (2006), in her analysis of social policy as it impacts families, is explicit
about the goals of the state in its allegiance to social constructions when she
writes:
The social organization of Western societies and the functioning of their
capitalist economic systems assumes a basic family unit that has been
shaped according to specific class, race, gender, and heterosexual
assumptions as the core of production and reproduction of
resources....Families that deviate from it...are considered incomplete and
problematic, (p. 92)
4. Is there an impact of the subjective on social policy?
Before moving on to an examination of maternity benefits policy on the
identity of mother, I want to refer to the impact of the subjective experience on
the constructing influence of social policy. The analysis of social policy can allow
us to critically examine policies for the ways in which they are influenced by
social constructions and ideologies. Policy analysis can be the effort to gain
awareness about the values and assumptions of ideologies. Thus, it is through
policy analysis that political agency, as Hannah Arendt describes it, can occur:
close examination and realization creates the possibility for change and agency.
Arendt contends that agency occurs when we are not ignoring the flaws, and also
when we use realization and even critical judgment to try to bring about change
(Terada, 2004). Arendt asserts that this realization, as critical judgment, can only
occur because of unique experience, when we strive to expose our uniqueness,
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rather than unthinkingly abide by a collective movement. In my examination of
the interactive self, Arendt's claim about exposed uniqueness as a necessary
component of political action will be an important aspect of understanding the
agency that an interactive identity can exercise. I would suggest that the
exposure itself can constitute agency and even political action.
C. Motherhood as a Constructed Identity
1. Is motherhood a role or an identity?
I will conceptualize motherhood as an identity rather than a role. Gergen
(1991) discusses how the conception of roles has been replaced by an understanding
of identity. Such a replacement serves as an apt reflection of how theories of the self
have shifted to accommodate social constructionist and post-structural theories of
identity. While a role could describe behaviours that are performed according to a set
of expectations, identity serves as a larger concept that includes the roles and the
expectations that guide the role-relevant behaviours. As the influence of context is
embraced in understandings about knowledge, identity is also understood as being
impacted by society, history and culture. Identity, like truth and knowledge, can be
understood as being "discursively constituted" (Wetherell 2001).
2. What is the ideology of motherhood?
By conceptualizing motherhood as an identity, I can begin to consider an
ideology of motherhood that is sustained by society, history and culture, and the
accompanying structure of discourse. Hays (1998) has identified an ideology of
motherhood that she describes as one of "intensive mothering". Such an ideology of
motherhood is amply reflected and accessible in the current discourse of
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breastfeeding in many industrialized nations. Glenda Wall (2001) has conducted a
discourse analysis on the pamphlets that have been distributed by the federal
Canadian government in support of breastfeeding. These pamphlets were distributed
to health care providers, health care recipients, and placed in many public areas in
order to encourage breastfeeding as the optimal choice of nourishment for infants.
The information imparted in these brochures support an ideology of the intensive
mother, whose primary responsibility is for the physical and psychological
development of her baby. The ideal mother is expert-guided, child-centered, and
financially resourced. Her motherhood is exclusive, as exemplified in one statement
taken from a breastfeeding brochure: the mother can give her baby what "no one else
can" (Health Canada, 1990, from Wall, 2001, pg 599).
The listed advantages of breastfeeding in the brochures were themselves
child-centered. The.only advantage documented that was more pertinent to the mother
than to her baby was the fact that breastfeeding can be good for the mother's figure.
This, of course, sustains an accompanying discourse related to femininity, women,
and beauty. What is noteworthy is the absence in the brochures of any mention of
another advantage that is more relevant to the mother than to the infant: breastfeeding
may be a preventative of breast cancer. The intensive mother ideology thus emulates
a mother whose own subjectivity and any accompanying needs and desires are erased.
By addressing breastfeeding as ultimately natural, child-centered, essential for
optimal psychological, physical, neurological infant development and social wellbeing, the ideal of the intensive mother is supported. Such an ideal is most attainable
for biological mothers who are in a heterosexual partnership, of middle class, and
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White, in that it is an ideal that requires dependency upon a partner, financial
resources, and is most relevant to White middle class culture. Furthermore, intensive
mothering limits options and constrains the mother to the private, domestic arena of
social life, where she is most able to tend to the needs of her child. The breastfeeding
literature sustained such an ideal of motherhood even in its support of public
breastfeeding by imaging public breastfeeding as a discreet and private act with
descriptions of clothing that could conceal the activity, and by depicting photos of
breastfeeding women with infants and breasts hidden well from the public eye.
3. How is the mother ideal connected to the worker ideal?
In its commitment to private, domestic life, the ideal of mother becomes integrally
relative to the worker ideal as it's polar opposite. A binary opposite is created that is
tenacious, even in the face of social changes such as greater workforce participation
on the part of women and heterosexual relationship shifts towards more egalitarian
dynamics. The conflict between the worker ideal and the mother ideal prevents a
barrier to women's success in the labour force, and also creates psychological
hardship for the employed woman who is a mother. Deirdre Johnston and Debra
Swanson (2007) have explored the interaction between the mother identity and the
worker identity, and found with their research that many employed mothers "engage
in cognitive acrobatics to manage the tension between employment and the dominant
mothering ideology" (pg 447).
The tenaciousness of the worker/mother binary has been explored extensively,
as researchers puzzle over the paradox of dramatic social change and a lagging
ideological shift. Research has focused on the inequitable division of domestic labour
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and on what has been described by Hothschild as 'the double shift' (1989) taken by
employed women. Even in Sweden, where social policies have been implemented to
significantly promote domestic equality, men still contribute far less to domestic
labour than women do (Dixon & Wetherell, 2004). More recently, researchers have
been exploring the social psychology of the division of labour a's a justice issue. The
explorations have focused on the ways wives cognitively, attitudinally and
emotionally respond to the manner in which their domestic labour is apportioned in
their heterosexual relationships. Currently, the psychological approach to this justiceoriented exploration holds that there are gendered conceptualizations about fairness
and entitlement that explain the ensuing domestic inequities. However, such an
explanation neglects the "discursive, dialogic and action-oriented dimensions of
justice in domestic life" and fails to adequately consider the exercise of "power and
ideology in the everyday management of identity" (Dixon & Wetherell, 2004, pg
169). By focusing on the psychology of the wife, the research can attribute all
responsibility to the woman for the inequities in her household, describing her
response as one of "paradoxical contentment" (Major, 1993). The woman becomes
the mistaken internalizer of injustice, the protagonist and accomplice in a narrative
about inequity. A discursive exploration, however, is able to extend understanding by
providing insight about the complexity of identity, the significance of context, and the
exercise of power as it pertains to identity. The mother identity is provided with an
economic, political and historical context. Ideologies can be revealed, and the
conflicting ideologies of workers and mothers can be examined for their widereaching implications.
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Even the tension that exists between the two ideologies informs the
construction of the ideological identities. Intensive mothering, or, as Blair-Loy (2001)
describes it, a devotion to family, is starkly contrasted to a devotion to a work. Such a
contrast is made evident with regards to a professional world that is not able to
accommodate the intrusions of family life. For example, maternity benefits policy is a
response to family obligations, and is only able to conceptualize these obligations
within a sickness/injury framework.
However, ideologies that contradict one another in such profound ways are
only contradictory in their cultural and economic context. It is a clash created by
White, middle class experience. The tension that exists between the worker and
mother ideals clarifies the extent to which the worker ideology and the mother
ideology are class- and culture- relevant. Women's opportunities for advancement,
the years dedicated to the accumulation of experience and education necessary for
optimal career opportunities, and the benefits programs that become available, even
as they respond to family obligations as sickness and injury, are the areas where the
tension between the worker and mother ideals becomes most critical. These are the
concerns that accompany professional, primary and economically lucrative work
goals - these are the concerns of the middle-class worker.
Furthermore, the opposition that exists between the worker and mother
ideologies does not exist across cultures. Collins (1987,1991), for example, has
revealed in her research how the conflict between labour market participation and
mothering exists in the White middle-class culture, but not in African-American
culture. Instead, the worker/mother roles complement rather than contradict one
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another, and employment is fully compatible with good mothering. Rather than
following a model of exclusive mothering that is sustained with the intensive
mothering/ devotion to family ideal, African-American mothers often utilize'the
resources of community networks and enjoy greater egalitarian arrangements with
male spouses with regards to family-oriented activities (Blaire-Loy, 2003). AfricanAmerican mothers tend to feel an obligation to demonstrate to their children
independence and self-reliance, rather than a family-devotion that would necessitate
financial dependence on one's spouse.
The current ideal of the mother identity has been described by various
researchers as one of intensive mothering and of a devotion to family. Such an ideal
is based upon gender constructions, and the meaning-making that occurs for
individuals as a result of the gendered ideals. As a gendered construction, the mother
1

identity becomes intricately bound with the worker identity. The two identities create
a tension that seems to be without resolution: even as social change has occurred, the
ideologies remain steadfastly committed to an oppositional binary. An understanding
of gender constructions cannot be confined to a psychological exploration of the ways
in which gender ideology is internalized. The ideologies are a social construct, and a
critical appraisal of the ways in which power is exercised and identity impacted can
provide a broader understanding of identity, motherhood and society. A critical
exploration can reveal an ideology, the relations of power that construct the gendered
experience, as well as the cultural and class issues that are undefined, yet powerfully
incorporated into an ideal as excluded/erased material existence.
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D. Canadian Maternity Benefits Policy
1. Exploring a mother's policy—how is this informative?
With an understanding of the ways in which social policies are responses
to the social construction of a problem, and constitute socializing actions, one
can identify the target of a social policy in order to explore the ways in which
that target has been socially constructed (Lessa, 2006). In her book, Social Policy:
A New Feminist Analysis (1996), Gillian Pascall describes how, since the 1980's, a
great deal of feminist social policy research and analysis has occurred. Much of
this work has explored the ways in which gender ideologies have informed social
policies. Feminist analyses provide both an acknowledgement and an
assessment of how specific mainstream discourses are found in policy. Much
feminist critique has been applied to the ways in which discourses about
women's dependency and women's place in social life are upheld. Pascal asserts
that a "unifying theme of academic feminist critiques of social policy has been an
analysis of the welfare state in relation to the family: as supporting relations of
dependency within families; as putting women into caring roles; and as
controlling the work of reproduction" (1996, p. 3). The place for women is
suggested, in the effects of social policy, to be in the private realm - this is how
the work of care and reproduction are controlled, and this control supports the
underlying neo-liberal ideology about rigidly dichotomous public and private
realms of life.
Feminist critiques of social policy, in their identification of the discourses
at play, then, reveal the ways in which women's subjective identity is a major
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effect of social policy. Pascall writes, "Ideologies about gender - for example, the
ideas of John Bowlby about maternal deprivation...or more recent formulations
of community care - have informed welfare state structures" [1996, p. 24). She
supports her argument by citing Nancy Fraser, who has described state policies
and programs as "institutionalized patterns of interpretation" (1989, p. 146).
Additionally, by exposing a foundational discourse, the subject is revealed as the
topic or matter of that discourse. The female subject, feminist critiques have
informed us, is both dependent and most appropriately situated in the private
areas of social life.
Ann Porter has conducted a similar exploration of women and social
policy in her book entitled Gendered States (2003). According to Porter, gender is
a term that has replaced sex as a reflection of the shifting understanding that the
male and female categories are constructed by social assumptions, expectations
and power relations. Ultimately, male and female identity is based upon the
ideology of the time, rather than a preordained biological determinant. She
writes that by using the term "gender", the
emphasis is on women's concrete, historically grounded experience; on
their efforts to find income, to organize, and to form alliances; and on the
often contested ideologies that structure women's activities and around
which capitalist economic or welfare state restructuring has taken place.
(P-5)
These scholars purport that with a feminist and/or gender analysis,
embedded ideologies can be revealed in the social policies that structure or
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instrumentalize state initiatives. I understand, then, that a feminist and/or
gender analysis examines the manner in which identity is structured and located
through the effect of social policy.
Pascall goes so far as to begin both editions of her book by suggesting that
a welfare state can only be fully understood through an examination of the way
that it impacts women (1986,1991, p. 1). I understand her assertion to be a
reference to the (identity) structuring impact of social policy, policies that have
absorbed an ideology that is expressed through discourse, out of which emerges
a subject. When this influence is understood as it is applied to the female subject,
then we may hope to gain a more complete understanding of the state as a social
agent.
Women's role as mother has been central to many understandings about
family, care and employment. Because the subject mother is the focus of so many
structuring, ideological projects, I look to the social policies that have targeted
Canadian mothers. I have chosen to explore the current maternity benefits
policy, which came into existence in 2001, under the federal Liberal government.
I will examine maternity benefits policies for a discourse about mothers, for how
it is that maternity benefits policy structures an identity of mother.
Any particular conceptualization about identity will have implications for
social services and policy development (and, of course, so much more). When,
for example, identity is held to be an innate and authentic core, responses may
well be guided by a privileging about insight, personal autonomy and individual
freedom. With a conceptualization about identity that acknowledges an ongoing
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and multi-layered interplay between the individual and the others with whom
that individual well encounter, critical and discursive considerations can be
made, and agency can be conceptualized as a possible response to the encounter.
Policy can be understood to be an active participant in the encounter, and policy
development can be understood as emanating out of, or resulting because of, the
encounter. By focusing on motherhood and one of many policies that have
specifically targeted mothers, I am considering gender, ruling relations, agency
and an area of social life where there have been significant changes but
insignificant ideological change.
I am a White individual who has failed to act in the midst of White
arrogance, for fear of the repercussions of breaking a normative code of conduct.
I am a woman who has failed to challenge the diminishments directed at me due
to my gender. I am a physically able-bodied woman who has reflected upon the
material experience of public space only when my own baby carriage created
obstacles. I have mounted challenges to gender-based inequalities, advocated
collaboratively with individuals who were presented with obstacles and
distributive injustice because of their psychiatric diagnosis and particular needs.
I have admired the creative works of agency of those who would be oppressed
by the values and expectations of our society at this point in history. I have, in
other words, experienced the power of the 'status quo' in the midst of the
potential of the subjective voice. This study is an exploration of identity that
acknowledges the constructing efforts of society, culture and history and the
impact of subjective experience. The mother identity is one that incorporates
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women's experiences - non-essential, plural, gendered, classed and racialized. An
exploration of the mother identity is supplemented by my own experience as a
mother, but also by my work as a social worker and therapist, whose services
have often been pertinent to the lives of mothers, and to my work assessing
policies and services that targeted social issues that frequently touched upon the
lives of mothers.

2. What is the current maternity benefits policy?
A discussion of the current maternity benefits policy necessarily includes
a consideration of parental benefits, as they complement maternity benefits, and
are most often used to their full capacity by the mother (Phipps, 2006). The
current maternity and parental benefits policies were legislated with Bill C-32,
on Dec. 31, 2000 (Hubley, 2000) under the employment insurance plan by the
federal liberal government. Previously, the maternity and parental benefits were
provided for a period of 15 weeks of maternity leave and 10 weeks of parental
leave, totaling six months. A parent was required to have worked for 700 hours
of insurable earnings before becoming eligible for the benefits. The amount of
the benefit was 55% of the parent's earnings, up to a maximum of $413 per
week.
With the 2000 policies, a birth mother is eligible for 15 weeks of
maternity leave. Further, biological and adoptive parents are eligible for 35
weeks of parental leave. Either one of the parents is eligible for this leave period.
The total leave time is 52 weeks. However, the first two weeks of a leave,
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referred to as the waiting period, are not covered, so that the full covered leave
is either 48 or 50 weeks. When the parents share the parental leave, the second
waiting period is waived, resulting in 50, rather than 48, weeks of parental leave
for biological parents. Adoptive parents are eligible for a maximum of 33 weeks
of benefits. The current policy has reduced the required work history to 600
hours of insurable earnings in order to be eligible. The current policy has also
made allowances so that a parent can work part time during their parental leave,
and is able to earn $50 per week, or 25% of their weekly benefits, whichever is
higher (HRSDC, 2001). On December 7, 2008, a pilot project began which has
altered the amount of income that can be earned during parental leave period.
The new amount of income that can be earned without effecting the benefits
earned is $75 per week or 40% of the weekly benefits, which could be up to
$178 [40% of 447), whichever is higher. The project will end in December 2010.
The pilot project will be assessed for its level of use and its impact on the
economy (HRSDC, 2009). Any earnings that are made during the 15-week
maternity leave period are subtracted dollar for dollar from the benefits. Parents
receive 55% of their weekly earnings to an earnings ceiling of 42,300, with a
maximum benefit of $447 each week. The family supplement that is available to
families whose net income falls below $25,922 has not changed, so that they
receive a top-up to their benefits to equalthe weekly value of child tax benefits.
This top-up increases their replacement rate up to 80% of their average
insurable earnings (Phipps, 2006).
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3. How can history be used to find an ideology?
Porter (2003) and Sheila Rothman (1978) have examined the historical
development of maternity benefits in Canada and the United States. Historical
and comparative policy studies are important and relative to contemporary
explorations, in that they assert the significance of context. By making history
and culture pertinent to the issues that have become the targets of social policy,
we can begin to explore the ways in which social constructions are supported
and altered over time, across cultures. Rothman (1978) explored the changing
ways in which women's acceptable place in society was instructed by the social
policies in the United States. Porter (2003) described the shifting ways in which
women in Canada were defined either as workers or as mothers by the social
policies that targeted them and their circumstances over the past thirty five
years. In order to analyze an ideology about mothers that may be sustained by
maternity benefits policy, I would like to discover the problem definition that
occurred and then initiated the policy's development. I will rely heavily upon
Porter's (2003) historical exploration of the evolution of Canadian maternity
benefits.
In 1940, the federal government approved the Unemployment Insurance
Act, which provided benefits to salaried and waged workers who became
unemployed temporarily. There were no provisions in the Act for maternityrelated short-term unemployment (White, 2006). Policy scholar Leslie Pal
(1985) writes that the maternity benefits policy in Canada "inevitably hinges on
the role of women in a modern economy "(p.552), beginning with the Married
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Women's Regulation of 1950. During World War II, women's involvement in the
labour force grew substantially, with an expectation that their participation rates
would diminish with the ending of the war. This was not the case. The
Unemployment Insurance Advisory Committee documented a high incidence of
claims from recently married women, and in 1949, recommended a regulation
that would more stringently consider the employment efforts of married women
claimants. This regulation disqualified between 12,000 and 14,000 recently
married women, and was revoked in 1957, because, as stated in the 1962 Report
of the Committee of Inquiry into the Unemployment Insurance Act [the Gill
Report), it had become unacceptable to create a certain set of regulations for a
particular class of insured individuals [Pal, 1985). The Gill Committee also
addressed concerns about claims being made by pregnant women, suggesting
that an alternative to maternity insurance benefits program would be a
maternity-related program, "arguing that if maternity benefits for employed
women were desired, this would be better addressed through another social
security program" [Porter, 2003, pp. 76-77) rather than as an unemployment
insurance plan. The Gill report was primarily unsupportive of providing any
maternity benefits to female employees, and many of these unsupportive
recommendations were followed in the subsequent years by the UI program. It is
noteworthy to me that this influential report suggested a reconsideration of
maternity as an issue outside of the Unemployment Insurance parameters, and
that this suggestion was not followed through, reflecting a preference to regard
maternity as a labour issue.
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Almost thirty years later, in 1971, the federal government made changes
to the Canada Labour Code in order to provide a job-protected maternity leave
for women whose work was within the federal jurisdiction. The government also
expanded the Unemployment Insurance program to include maternity benefits
for a maximum of 15 weeks for women who had worked for 20 weeks of
insurable earnings during the previous 52 weeks. Analyst Linda White explains
how the "decision to implement the legislation through the unemployment
insurance program was the direct result of the federal government's deciding to
use the insurance instrument to enter an area of provincial jurisdiction" (2006,
p. 329). In my attention to the nature of the problem that initiated social policy,
it is important to note that the problem had been defined within the territory of
unemployment insurance.

4. What was the defined problem?
Maternity benefits became identified as a policy issue by virtue of it being
a labour issue. It was not a women's issue, as is demonstrated by the
unwillingness, before its inception in 1971, of women's groups to embrace the
lack of maternity benefits as a concern worthy of address. In the 1950's and
early 1960's, the National Council of Women (NCW) supported women's role as
wife and child care provider and men's role as the sole breadwinner, and were,
therefore, unsupportive of including maternity benefits in the UI program. Other
liberal feminist women's organizations, such as the major American women's
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group, National Organization for Women [NOW], were concerned about the
ramifications of a labour code which treated women differently from men. The
concern was that their stated goals of gender equality, with equality meaning
identical treatment for women and men, would become obstructed (White,
2006). In the late 1960's and early 1970's, The Canadian Federation of Business
and Professional Women's Clubs (BPW) and the National Council for Women
(NCW) were also concerned about women getting privileged treatment, and
were in support of the idea that maternity issues were primarily a family and
individual responsibility (Porter, 2003). In 1971-1972, the National Action
Committee on the Status of Women (NAC) was formed, which eventually
eclipsed the BPW and the NCW. During the 1970's, the NAC had little to say
about maternity benefits programming, failing to recognize maternity policy
making as an issue of concern.
The maternity benefits policy of 1971 was, instead, inspired by federal
employee concerns, including those of the administration of the Unemployment
Insurance program. Before the 1971 changes to the Unemployment Insurance
(UI) program, during the late 1960's, maternity leaves were being extended to
female employees from within the federal government, as well as from within
the UI administration itself. It was becoming evident that more and more women
were collecting UI benefits. Rather than women's groups playing an influential
role, it was the state's own Women's Bureau that applied pressure on the
government from within. Even the Women's Bureau was somewhat cautious in
their application of pressure, due to its concern about treating pregnancy as an

64

illness in its inclusion in the unemployment insurance program, as well as a
concern about providing women with special, and, therefore, unequal treatment.
Additionally, the federal government appointed the Royal Commission on
the Status of Women to profile women's issues. In 1970, the Commission created
a report that recommended, among other things, maternity benefits. The defined
problem, in this report, within the federal government and within the UI
program, was that the women's labour force participation rates were growing
(White, 2006). Although the discussions and decisions preceding the changes
were well-developed by the time the Commission's report was published, the
creation of the Commission and the hearings which guided their report had a
substantial impact on the federal government's considerations.
While the government was receiving some pressure from the
Commission, it was also being substantially influenced from within its own
administration and the UI administration to address this problem. The UI
program had experienced a great deal of legal action, as individual female
employees, using the support of their unions, challenged the inability of the UI
program to provide for their temporary unemployment because of pregnancy
and childbirth. As a result, benefits were being granted by UI administrators
under special circumstances. For example, in 1960, a case was presented to the
umpire involving a 2 % months pregnant machine operator whose work
included lifting heavy materials. She had had a number of miscarriages, and her
doctor had recommended that she leave her job to find lighter work. The umpire
ruled that because she was in the early stages of her pregnancy, and because she
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was likely and willing to get the lighter work she was looking for, that she was
eligible for UI up until she was 6 months pregnant (Porter, p.: 73). We can
compare this decision to an earlier one in the 1950's, when a waitress left her
work to avoid a miscarriage. She was willing to find lighter work. In this case,
and many others like it, the umpire ruled her to be ineligible for UI benefits
(Porter, p. 71). Unlike some of their earlier maternity decisions, by the mid '60's,
the UI umpire was concluding that some pregnant women were still available for
work, and, therefore, eligible for benefits (Porter, 2003).
5. Who is dangerous and who is virtuous?
The evolution of the UI program that Porter (2003) describes reveals a
clear conceptualization of the working woman as dangerous. The responses have
been to the working woman as a threat: she is a threat to the system, to herself,
to her pregnancy, to her baby, and to the outside world. The initial absence of
maternity benefits from the UI program reflected a distrust of the working
woman to make appropriate decisions-that would not present a risk for her own
and her baby's health, as well as a concern that the program was at risk of being
abused. When maternity benefits were granted under special circumstances
before the benefits became a formal component of the UI program, one of the
deciding factors was the number of public exchanges a woman's job entailed.
These decisions reflected a belief that there was a need to protect the public
from the uncomfortable display of a pregnant woman functioning in a public
capacity. Finally, when maternity benefits were first introduced into the UI
program, conditions of the program required the pregnant woman to stop
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working 8 weeks before her expected week of birth and return to work 6 weeks
after the birth of her baby. These conditions reflect a need to protect the baby
from its mother: the decision about when to stop working and to return to work
was not left to the discretion of the woman. Instead, the policy took over this
decision-making, implicating the woman with an inability to make the right
decision, thereby placing her baby at risk. The maternity benefits were much
more difficult to gain eligibility for than regular benefits, which revealed
continued concern about an abuse to the system. The woman had to have
worked for 20 weeks of insurable earnings in the previous 52 weeks to be
eligible for maternity benefits, while for regular benefits, only 8 weeks of
insurable employment was necessary. Additionally, in order to be certain that
the woman had been working at the time of conception, there was a "magic ten"
rule that stated that ten of the 20 weeks of insurable employment had to have
happened between the 50 th and 30th week before the expected date of birth
[Porter, 2003). Overall, a marked suspicion about working women existed
throughout these first developmental stages of the benefits policy.

6. What ideology is revealed when the problem definition is defined as one of
increased workforce participation rates for women?
Social policy is developed in response to an identified problem.
Furthermore, a problem is identified as such because of particular ideologies
upheld within a society. Thus, in an analysis of maternity benefits policy, I am
interested in understanding the problem that was defined and responded to by
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the policy. Such an analysis will provide valuable information about the ideology
of motherhood that is integral to the policy, illuminating its reach and its
borders. The defined problem that inspired the development of Canadian
maternity benefits policy was one of increasing women's labour force
participation rates. While the issue of equality of women's rights to participate in
the workforce is addressed by maternity benefits, I suggest that inequality was
not the problem that maternity benefits policy was developed in order to alter. A
primary concern about inequality does not account for the suspicion which
marks the early stages of maternity policy. The lack of interest that women's
organizations in general were applying to maternity benefits policies further
indicates to me that equality of women's rights was an issue and not the problem
that the policy was ultimately addressing.
The female labour-force participation rates (FLFPR] had undergone many
changes since WWII. During the war, many women entered the workforce,
assisted with incentives provided by the government, such as free child-care and
income tax concessions. After the war, these incentives were withdrawn, and
policy regulations were created, such as the UI regulation described earlier and
addressed in the Gill Report, that directly related to married women who were
participating in the workforce. However, women continued to be involved in the
workforce, finding jobs in a service industry that was growing substantially. By
1951, the FLFPR had risen from 14% in 1901 to 24%. This growth continued
even more dramatically through to the 1990's, when it reached 52% in 1994, at
which point the participation rates began to level off through the decade

68

[Historical Foundation of Canada, 2009, HRDSC, 2009). Currently, the FLFPR is
62% [Statistics Canada, 2009). With such a growth rate in mind, the problem
that maternity benefits policy addresses was and is the reality of increasing
participation rates of women in the labour force, initially recognized by the
government after growing federal employee and unionized pressure. When I
consider again Ahmed's "stranger danger" [2000), I view the policies that have
been set up to provide protection from these working mothers as a reflection of
the perception of the "dangerous" mother who would leave her home. The
underlying discourse appears to sustain an ideology of dependent motherhood
that is located in the private, and not the public realm. The working mother is the
"stranger" to an ideology that would contain motherhood to the private places of
social life. The discourse that is the expression of such a ideology succeeds in
locating the mother in a private realm. The public/private dichotomy is
sustained by an ideology that estranges any mother who steps beyond her
ideologically determined location in social life.

6a. Dependency: How does an ideology about women's dependency get
supported?
The ideology of motherhood seems, at first glance, to be incongruous to
the neo-liberal worker ideology, as the ideal mother's most primary relationship
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is with her children rather than with the labour market. Feminist scholar Barrie
Thorne (1992) provides an analysis of the social construction of motherhood
that begins with a consideration of the 1930's, when a child-centered concept of
family emerged. The child-centered ideal may have been related to the
restrictive child labour laws and compulsory education that occurred during the
late 19th and early 20 th centuries. Children were given a much more sentimental
value, perhaps to replace the value they had lost in an already fragile position of
power in the marketplace. With a child-centered concept of family, maternal
affection and devotion were considered necessary for the well-being of children.
It became the maternal injunction to satisfy the needs of children. With such an
intensive approach to mothering, motherhood became idealized as a mother's
most important job and her defining activity.
Because mothering is described as an expression of nurturing and love,
the labour that mothers do goes largely unnoticed. The labour is understood to
be a part of her role, and not as work. In this way, mothers are unpaid labourers.
Subsequently, mothers become easier to regulate than if they were significantly
competing for economic power. As unpaid labourers in close proximity to their
children (in the private family home), mothers need a partner on whom to be
dependent. In order to meet the middle to upper class ideal, this partner must
have a stable and strong relationship to the labour market. Dependency, along
with financial privilege, becomes a component of the motherhood ideology. Class
becomes an aspect of the motherhood ideology, with differential class status and
income determining the ability to reflect the ideology.
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In 2001, the percentage of working women who became mothers that
received maternity benefits was only 60% (Phipps, 2001). Of these women, only
20% received a top up from their employers, which increased their benefits up
to 93% of their earnings. Most of the women who receive top-ups are employed
by the federal government (Owens & Sokoloff, 2004). However, the vast majority
of women receiving maternity benefits do not receive top-ups from their
employers.
According to the social construction of motherhood, a mother is expected
to acquire a great deal of information about the best possible way to provide for
optimal child development, and she should be willing to spend a great deal of
time and money to make these provisions. Motherhood is in this way
constructed as child-centered, expert-guided, emotionally absorbing and
financially expensive. Glenn (1994) contributes to this aspect of the discussion
by identifying the white, American, middle-class center that is the idealized
model of motherhood. This narrow existence has been projected out,
universalizing the experience of motherhood in Western society.
The 55% replacement rate is insufficient for the majority of women using
maternity benefits without top-ups, and, therefore, carries the assumption that
there is a partner upon whose income these women must depend. The
inadequacy of the replacement rate supports a precarious (because it is
dependent) financial position for many women. For many women, the low
replacement rate, in combination with few available subsidized childcare spaces,
creates a further limitation to their autonomy: when her income is low, a woman
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who has had a baby cannot afford to work because of childcare expenses, and
she cannot afford not to work, because 55% of her income is simply not enough
[Status of Women, Canada, 2006a]. Thus, the context of the maternity benefits
policy results in a "catch 22" situation for many women, limiting their mobility
and choices and creating hardship. With Ahmed's "stranger danger" concept in
mind, I consider the paralyzing effect such a policy context has on a large
number of mothers. Without a wide range of mobility or choice, these employed
mothers become shadowy figures whose suspicious movements are limited
rather than enhanced.
The 2000 maternity benefits program is available to mothers for 15
weeks following the birth of their child. After that, the benefits are supplemented
by parental benefits, which are available for up to 35 weeks to birth and
adoptive parents. There is an option at this time for either parent to take
advantage of the benefits. While these benefits are available to the mother and
the father, the mother is usually the parent to make use of them (Phipps, 2001, p.
27). This is primarily related to the 55% replacement rate with a maximum of
$447. On average, men earn more than women. The male's income is going to be
most dramatically reduced within the male/female partnership. Therefore, the
most affordable option for the family is for the higher income earner to return to
work. A profile of national earnings indicates that this person will be the father,
as the gender-wage gap in Canada has been stalled since the mid-1990's (Phipps,
2001). To coin this benefit a "parental benefit" and to, thereby, suggest an equal
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impact to the household, is to disguise the income-earning inequity that exists
between men and women in Canada.
6b. Imbalanced privilege: How is a neo-liberal ideology about individualism
and justified inequity sustained?
When there is a disregard for income earning characteristics of the
Canadian marketplace, the impact of maternity benefits policy becomes an
acceptance and reinforcement of the inequity that exists between male and
female workers. Additionally, maternity benefits policies emphasize the
inequality that exists between women. Journalists Anne Marie Owens and
Heather Sodoloff report, "Canada has a two-tier maternity-leave system. One
class of workers...enjoys generous financial top-ups...; while another, much
larger group of workers, struggles to make the best of an improved, yet
imperfect policy..." [Owens & Sodoloff, National Post, March 13, 2004). It is well
worth mentioning that inequality between women touches upon considerations
of class, race, culture, and other systems of oppression within Western society.
When such inequity is sustained rather than challenged, policy becomes silently
acquiescent to the inequity. Uncorrected inequity is supported by neo-liberal
conceptualizations of individualism that perceive equal opportunity and unequal
personal drive, merit, and effort (Ghilarducci & Lee, 2005).
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6c. Mother's place: How is an ideology of the public/private dichotomy
sustained?
Thorne writes that "the tie between mother and child has been exalted,
and traits of nurturance and selflessness have been defined as the essence of the
maternal, and hence the womanly"(1992, pp. 14-15). It is assumed that children
need full time care by their mothers, who are expected to be always available
and especially equipped to meet their needs. A mother is assumed to be able to
anticipate and respond to her children's needs. McMahon (1994) and
Featherstone [1997) also discuss an ideology of motherhood that centralizes the
relationship to her child in a mother's experience. McMahon elaborates by
describing the identity transformation that occurs for a mother with an idealized
maternal love that focuses on the value of children. The mother's connection to
and love for her children is felt in terms of her proximity to her children.
The ideology of motherhood features dependency upon her spouse and is
centrally located within the family home, while the ideology of the worker
sanctifies a concentrated connection to the labour force. The worker/mother
experience is held in a dichotomous relationship. A subsuming relationship with
the labour market cannot accommodate the child-centered mother. A subsuming
relationship with her children cannot accommodate a mother's robust
involvement with the workplace.
In a retrospective consideration of maternity benefits in Canada, one can
identify a clear division between worker and mother. The benefits were initially
separated from motherhood as a labour response that treated pregnancy and
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childbirth as an "interruption" (Phipps, 2002, p 7) to work—an event distinct
from and even opposite to work, as it was conceptualized in the same way as
sickness or injury that interferes with the ability to work.
A dichotomous discourse about the mother ideology versus the worker
ideology continues to be evident in a presentation made by the Human
Resources Development Canada [HRDC] to the sub-committee on Tax Equity for
Canadian Families with Dependent Children of the Standing Committee on
Finance in April, 1999. While the mandate of the Standing Committee on Finance
is to "support both the care giving and income-earning roles of children and
families", further discussion reveals that care-giving and income-earning are
considered to be mutually exclusive: "I believe it allows the mother today to
make a decision about staying at home or not staying at home", and later, a
reference is made to "those who choose to stay at home and care for their
children and those who choose to work outside...." (Parliamentary Session 38,
Section 1, italics mine). The presentation provided information and
recommendations that the Committee on Finance considered as part of its
decision to change the scope of maternity and parental benefits.
The 2000 Maternity Benefits Policy itself was developed by the Human
Resources and Development Canada (HRDC). In 2003, HRDC was split into two
departments, Human Resources Skills Development Canada (HRDSC) and Social
Development Canada (SDC). HRSDC had in their portfolio workforce related
aspects. SDC was the department that provided social support for children,
families and seniors. Maternity benefits, as an EI policy, was provided for
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through HRDSC rather than SDC. In 2005, Service Canada was created to
improve the delivery of HRDSC's programs and services. In 2006, SDC was folded
back into HRSDC, and the department was titled Human Resources and Social
Development Canada to reflect SDC's previous role. The SDC became one of 11
major branch of the HRSDC, and was responsible for policy research and
development that concentrates on children, seniors, individuals with disabilities,
families and communities. In 2008, the name of the department returned to
Human Resources and Skills Development Canada. Maternity benefits continue
to be provided through the branch of HRDSC that "provides programs and
initiatives that promote skills development, labour market participation and
inclusiveness, as well as ensuring labour market efficiency" (HRDSC, 2009).
As the influence of a neo-liberal value system has grown, extending its
reach to the global realm, nations are compelled to become competitive with
their international contemporaries. An effective, perhaps the most effective,
means to a competitive edge is the possession of an active and vibrant work
force. While neo-liberal aspirations for a competitive economy at the global level
require a huge labour pool, it is also important, according to neo-liberal,
capitalist marketplace logic, that a portion of this labour market activity is
precarious: "'bad' jobs are central to the new economy" (Neysmith et al., 2005, p
96).
The dual labour market theory describes this economy as made up of
more than one sector: the primary and secondary sectors. The primary sector is
employment that provides security, benefits, perks and advancement
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opportunities. The secondary sectors are jobs that are insecure, devoid of
benefits and with little potential for promotion in either position or pay rate. The
capitalist economy relies upon a secondary sector because of its flexibility. When
the economy is flourishing, the secondary sector is used to its full capacity. The
low wages of the workers provide even more profit to the employers during a
time of greater productivity. When the economy is not thriving well, the
secondary sectors can be underutilized, once again protecting the profit gaining
opportunities for employers by minimizing labour costs (Cross & Johnson,
2000). The dual labour market theory reflects a very strong worker ideology that
makes virtuous a strong relationship to the labour market, and identifies as
unsafe a weak relationship to the labour market. The individualism that
characterizes neo-liberalism legitimizes a secondary sector by asserting the
capacity of every person to succeed. According to this conceptualization of
individual responsibility, it is the individual's inability to become a successful
worker that prevents him or her from entering the primary sector.
In 1980, the dual labour market was widely rejected as a description of
women's labour market experience because women were perceived as being
located in only the secondary job sector. More recently, Ghilarducci and Lee
(2005) assert that when employee benefits are included in the analysis, the dual
labour market theory provides an accurate description of women's labour
markets. As a matter of fact, they found that the benefits programs served to
segment the markets for women. It is interesting to note that the women who
benefit the most from the maternity benefits policy are predominantly employed
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by the federal government. Their employment is less impacted by the economic
recessions which form the logic of a fluctuating pool of labour. I wonder also if
government employees exist in an environment of critical realization, due to the
ongoing analysis of government (their own) decisions and the impact of those
decisions that they may be held accountable for.
The maternity benefits current stated prerogative is to allow women to
make the decision to be at home with her new baby and parents to share some of
that early time at home with their child (Ontario Coalition for Better Childcare,
2000). Ghilarducci and Lee (2005) recommend that the policies which respond
to the inequities of a segmented labour force must not direct their efforts to the
development of workers' choices and decision, but must instead enhance the
rights of the workers. They contend, "Segmentation [dual labour market]
theorists call for improving the jobs" (p. 33), not the people. One way to improve
the jobs is to expand benefits programs. Expanded benefits could be: increased
replacement rates; a decrease in the required weeks of insurable hours worked;
and/or increased allowable income rates during the parental leave and eligibility
for women to earn income in the first 15 weeks of the benefit program.
The presentation that the HRDSC delivered in parliament as background
information to the current maternity benefits policy reflects an ongoing
dichotomous discourse. An analysis of the policy itself reveals other ways in
which the dichotomy between worker and mother is sustained. A woman is not
encouraged to work during her maternity leave. Any wages will be taken dollar
for dollar from her benefits. In this way, a division is created between
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motherhood and workplace involvement. Although employment is possible
during parental leave, the benefits provide a very minimal allowance of only
$50.00 in earnings per week. With such restrictions, the division between
mother and work is maintained. The benefits are specifically directed towards
those mothers with strong relationships to the labour market. I speculate that
the policy is not created for mothers; rather it is created for workers whose
workforce activities are "interrupted" by childbirth or adoption. I also speculate
that a policy that sustains a dichotomy between mother and worker fails to
acknowledge the co-dependent relationship that exists between the neo-liberal
worker ideology and the mother ideology. Opposites exist, in a dichotomy, codependently, where the one derives its value and sustains its position only in
relation to the other. In other words, rather than existing in opposition to one
another, the worker ideology and mother ideology form a co-existence. The
worker ideology dominates this relationship, perhaps because maternity
benefits is a labour policy. The worker ideology is sustained by the mother
ideology, yet this dynamic is obscured by a discourse of dichotomy.
In other words, this policy has the expressed objective of providing
mothers with the choice to leave their workplace and stay home to care for their
infants and then return again to work, with some earnings-based financial
support while they are away from employment and some guarantee of the
employment they left. In describing the choice to leave work, a distinction is
maintained in the conceptualization of mothering and of employment - a
worker/mother dichotomy. At the same time, the relationship between worker
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and mother is strong, even interwoven, as the policy is in support of working
mothers. By bringing the worker and mother together with the policy, a
relationship is formed that I would describe as one that subordinates the
mother.
For example, within a policy that supports mothers, the impact of a 45%
cut to income creates two distinct classes of worker: those whose benefits are
supplemented by workplace benefits and those whose benefits are not, thus
creating hardship and dependency. The worker dominates this relationship in its
allegiance to a thriving economy, which, according to a dual labour market
conceptualization, is enhanced by two sectors of workers, one of which is
precarious and minimally supportive for the worker.
Another way in which the mother is subordinated in a connection to the
worker is with the parameters of the leave, as spelled out by the policy. The
period of leave is 35 weeks. Following this leave is re-entry into the workforce.
There are no national child care policies to accompany maternity benefits policy,
which fails, then, to acknowledge a more complete set of needs of the mother.
The policy itself does not support a gradual re-entry into the workforce, which
may more appropriately address the needs of a mother returning to full time
work.
The 55% replacement rate necessitates financial dependency upon
others. While the 2000 policy has expanded to include parental leave, a failure of
recognition occurs in the way in which this parental leave is available [but not
available, due to the Canadian gendered pay gap, and the fact that the partner is
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primarily male) to both partners. The pay gap is folded silently into the policy.
Evans [2007) has investigated the failure of the Canadian government to provide
adequate incentives for partners to make use of the parental leave, and describes
Canada's maternity policy as "market-oriented care" (p. 126).
Finally, the mother/worker relationship is demonstrated in the fact that
the benefits are only available to mothers who have strong enough ties to the
marketplace. By centralizing the worker in this manner, a subordination of the
mother who is characterized by class, culture, and access is supported. Jane
Pulkington and Tanya Van Der Gaas [2004) have investigated the implications of
the policy and identify the impact of the parameters of the policy, particularly in
terms of its requirement for a strong-enough relationship to the marketplace. In
excluding unemployed, part time employed and self-employed mothers, the
policy also excludes mothers who are young, Aboriginal, visible minorities,
immigrants and/or have relatively high fertility rates, which is often an aspect of
culture.

7. What does the policy do to the (dangerous) mothers who are not living within
the parameters of an ideology about mother that is private, individualistic, and
dependent?
The 40% of women in the labour force who were not eligible to make a
maternity or parental claim to EI were in 'non-standard' working arrangements
such as self-employment, parttime, and seasonal or occasional employment. If
anything, this percentage has grown since 2001, as the rate of self-employment
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and part time employment among women continues to increase each year
[Statistics Canada, 2006). Sylvain Schetagne states that such labour force
participation is both a labour and a gender issue, as "one of the most striking
changes in the Canadian workplace over the last few years has been the
proliferation of non-standard jobs" (2000: p.l). An increasing number of women
are in these non-standard arrangements (Status of Women, 2003). For example,
from 1990 to 1998, there was an increase of more than 50% in the number of
self-employed women in the labour market of Canada (Schetagne, 2000). Nonstandard employment provides many mothers with the flexibility to respond to
family demands (Statistics Canada, 2003). The statistics indicate that mothers
require this flexibility more than fathers do, reflecting a tenacious social reality
that supports the social construction of motherhood as it is related to the
division of labour within the family and the workplace (Karmen & Elleithy,
2006). Such a division of labour attributes a domestic role to women, thereby
supporting a motherhood ideology that locates the mother within the realm of
home and caring activities. Furthermore, when these mothers are excluded from
the maternity benefits program, they are effectively forced into the private
realm, unseen and unacknowledged by the social policy. They are erased; placed
behind closed doors of financially dependent and private existence.

8. Is this all there is to the identity of mother?
The subject emerges out of the expression of an ideology. It has been my
understanding that social policy is one expression of an ideology, and defines the
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borders within which a particular subject becomes realized. An analysis of
maternity benefits policy reveals a very obstinate motherhood ideology. I
suggest that an important aspect of its tenaciousness is associated with the way
in which a financially dependent mother and an inflexible divide between public
and private provide some of the conditions for a thriving dual labour market
upon which capitalism depends. For the sake of the marketplace, the subject of
mother is largely dependent and firmly located within the hidden recesses of
social life.
I am unconvinced that there is nothing more than this to the identity of
mother. Instead, I find inspiration from the ideas about an interaction between a
constructed subject and the subjective experience. In an encounter that is sure to
contain both surprise and conflict, identity occurs. It is an encounter that is
replete with tensions. Indeed, it is an encounter that is so powerful that it
becomes also a place of potential action. In the next section, I will examine this
encounter more closely, accompanied always by a sense of awe at the active
participation that is required in order for this encounter to become a site of
action.
E. Subject/Subjectivity: How is agency facilitated?
1. Why is it important to locate the subjective?
I will begin my exploration of the process of identity with the work of
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. Bourdieu was unable to fully embrace the notion
that the individual is wholly structured by her environment. Bourdieu, instead,
describes a structured structuring self, so that the self is a fluid interplay
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influenced by and having influence on the external experience (1998). He begins
his analysis by asserting the relational quality of social positions. These positions
are defined and maintained by their distinctness from other social positions,
thereby coexisting as a network of differentiated relationships. He uses the word
"space" when he refers to these social positions. A field is a system of spaces:
systematized competitive social relations. In such a system, that which is
deemed legitimate is what dominates, and vice versa.
From the spaces we occupy, habitus (Bourdieu, 1998) is developed.
Habitus, otherwise referred to as disposition, is related to the choices a person
makes about other people, about capital and about actions to be taken. To have
habitus, and to experience a social space, requires that we are perceived, and
perceived as different, by other people. Therefore, it is through our relationships
with other people, where perception and recognition occurs, and where
difference is experienced. The habitus is the system of dispositions that is
adjusted to the field. It is an internalized social structure.
While the concept of habitus privileges the impact of the social structure
(King, 2000), Bourdieu's practical theory retains a place for the subjective
experience in his description of the encounter between the individual and the
social. The habitus is developed through the practical experience of the field. The
field functions as a censor, legitimizing certain behaviours and condemning
others. In this way, every interaction in the field is either an enactment or a
result of symbolic violence. Symbolic violence is legitimized by the field by
forcing the illegitimate into a position of subservience to the rules of the field.
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Because symbolic violence is legitimate, it is not recognized as violence. Habitus
is structured by and structures systems of domination and power. The status
quo that is established by habitus serves the state and the interests of the
privileged. Because there is a mis-recognition of the directive effects of habitus,
the structured and structuring system is experienced as a natural matter of
course.
However, with his practical theory, Bourdieu describes a "sense of the
game" that individuals bring to their social interactions. This is a sense of a
person's ways of relating to others, and a sense of what others would count as
legitimate action. People act according to this sense of the game, or sense of
practice. In other words, to describe a sense of a game is to acknowledge action.
Practical theory describes the ways in which relations are conducted in a way
that is built upon group agreement, "which is only a negotiated and temporary
settlement" (p. 420). There is, alongside the influences of the relationships of the
field, a personal negotiation and a practice that carves out a place for the
subjective. While Bourdieu's investigations are more heavily concerned about
the impact of the field and the acquisition of habitus, he asserts a practical theory
which identifies individuals as players, who may, against the odds of a
powerfully structuring system of relations, negotiate and respond to the field in
ways that will re-structure the field. By suggesting that a negotiation occurs,
Bourdieu creates an exchange, and, therefore an identity that is constituted of
both subjective and constructed experience. He goes further to assert that social
space is not given to us; it is not to be had, but is, instead, to be done. Thus, in

85

accordance with Bourdieu's understanding, people are both agents and
relational.
Toril Moi (1991) is impressed with the work of Bourdieu as a
microtheory of power. She finds Bourdieu's work particularly relevant to
feminist thought because of its ability to observe and analyze the mundane and
taken for granted details of everyday life, and then to connect these details to a
general social analysis of power.
Much earlier, George Herbert Mead introduced a self that interacted with
and emerged out of social experience (1934). For Mead, language is the pivotal
way in which the self is expressed and in which the personal identity is able to
have an impact on the external experience. Language contributes to selfhood in
its ability to connect with the other by conveying the internal out into the
relationship. The mind, according to Mead, develops as the self, in relation to the
other, makes decisions based on past interactive events.
The interactive events are marked by an exchange of gestures, which
adjust and then readjust the social experience with each exchange. Mead asserts
that many of these gestures are unconscious, writing that "it is essential to the
economy of our conduct that the connection between stimulation and response
should become habitual and should sink below the threshold of consciousness"
(1910, p. 401). The gestures themselves have an originary form that Mead
defines as the first of an individual's social acts. The function of these
preliminary gestures is to elicit a response from another individual. The gestures
evolve, with more sophisticated exchanges which are built upon the memory of
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previous responses. Language, according to Mead, is a "highly specialized form"
[p. 404) of gesture. While the many meanings that are attached to our gestures
accommodate the economy of our conduct, and are, therefore, unconsciously
held and acted upon, it is through language that our meanings become conscious.
Mead allows for the complexity of social life, describing the relativity of
consciousness to sentient experience and the relativity of one person's actions
on another person's actions. These actions are relative to one another to the
extent that they are completed by one another: one person's conduct is
influenced by another person's conduct. As we act in order to mark and form an
environment, our conduct has an impact on other people, who, in turn, use their
sentient experience to guide their own actions that mark and form their
environments. The interaction continues, and private environments emerge. In
this way, there is an exchange, and our conduct becomes social and we begin to
respond in accordance with the roles of others (1925). Mead describes a self that
emerges out of continuous exchanges of social conduct. The interminable
adjusting and readjusting constructs a self, a mind and a social environment.
While much of the adjusting and readjusting gestures are unconscious, language,
as a highly sophisticated gesture, brings consciousness to social behaviour.
When we conceive of language in this way, we can understand the interchange
that language supports; language brings shape and structure to both the self and
the social environment. The relationship between the self and the social is
characterized by mutual influence.
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2. What agency occurs when the subjective and the subject are mutually significant
in a conception ofseip
In discussing social policy, I am exploring the external experience and its
impact on the personal identity of mothers. Social policy shapes the passage of
our lives, as Neysmith et al. clearly exemplified in their study, Telling tales
(2004). Policy is not some distant event whose imprint is no more than an
abstraction. As a material, external and social event, policy plays a significant
role in self-formation.
However, social events alone do not form the self. Identity is an
interactive process, and individuals are able to exercise agency in their
interactions with the outside world. While the influence of culture and history
are profound, they do not stand alone. That point of tension where the encounter
between an I and that which is not I occurs is where agency is born.
Mead (1934) describes the self that emerges out of social interaction. He
was particularly convinced about the unconscious nature of many of the
interactions, unconscious gestures interplaying with and responding to the
unconscious gestures of the other. It is important to gain consciousness in social
interactions through deconstruction (Derrida), where assumptions and blindly
accepted truths are pulled apart and critically assessed as the parts of a social
construction. Ricoeur, like Mead, identifies language and dialogue as the means
by which our gestures and relations become conscious. Transforming
unconscious social exchange into languaged (expressed) narrative creates
agency in the critical formation of self. An optimal political activity can occur
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when individuals can encounter one another and speak together and for
themselves as distinct beings (Arendt, 1958).
Along a similar line of thought, Collins explores the power and agency of
self-definition when she writes of the many layers or intersecting strands of
oppression that are experienced by African American women (1990). She
identifies the ways in which African American women have been able to
maintain distinct and personal identities rather than be subsumed by their
society's dominant images of black women that are oppressive and diminishing.
Collins describes the self-definition that is practiced by many African American
women as a powerful act of agency.
While Collins focuses on the many intersections of oppressive systems,
and locates African American women at the crossroads of several oppressions,
feminist standpoint theorists speak more generally about marginalization, often
beginning with the experience of all women. While it can sidestep an in-depth
investigation of the multiple means of subjugation, standpoint theory, by
focusing on the value of the marginalized individual's standpoint, also
acknowledges agency within the personal encounter with dominant discourse
and knowledge. Standpoint theorist, Dorothy Smith writes, "At the line of fault
along which women's experience breaks away from the discourses mediated by
texts that are integral to the relations of ruling in contemporary society, a critical
standpoint emerges" (1990, p l l ) .
With a critical standpoint comes a consciousness that is inseparable from
language and the creation of narrative. The self is a process of the development

89

of other and self-consciousness. The creation of language/expression is integral
to this process (Ricoeur, 1981; Mead, 1934).
Adriana Cavarero's [2000, 2005) work is significant in its focus on both
personal identity and external experience. While the theorists that I have
described so far have shifted ideas about identity in ways that acknowledge the
profound impact the outside world has had on identity, they have only fleetingly
recognized the entirety of the relationship between the self and the other
without casting more than the perfunctory glance at the self. For example,
Bourdieu [1998) insisted on the interplay between the individual and her social
environment, yet has mostly investigated the authority of society. Foucault
[1976) addressed the possibility of a non-disciplinary power that would
diminish the influence of a society motivated by marketplace logic, yet his work
focused primarily on a state-imposed regime of truth. Butler [2005) appears to
be only beginning to examine more closely ways in which societal structuring is
not the complete explanation for identity. However, Cavarero is vociferous in her
insistence upon the necessity of the personal experience, taking Hannah Arendt
and Paul Ricoeur as her inspiration. What McNay [2000) and Weir [1996)
appear to have been requesting as they point out the inadequacies of the current
theories of identity, is what Cavarero [2005) has begun to provide, with what
she refers to as a philosophy of vocal expression.
Adriana Cavarero [2000, 2004) is very influenced by the work of Hannah
Arendt. Cavarero's exploration of the narrative self is both substantiated by, and
derives much of its direction from Arendt's political philosophy. What lies
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perhaps at the core of Cavarero's narrative self is Arendt's contention that the
universalization of personal experience is the bane of politics and, ultimately, of
the human condition (1958). In her own life span, Arendt personally
experienced crimes against humanity that were committed during WWII and the
Holocaust, as well as those that occurred during the rule of Stalin. What Arendt
understood from these historical catastrophes conducted by humans against
humans was the terrible potential when unique experience is diminished by
collective and universal experience. It is then that unquestioning acceptance and
conformity can occur; it is then that political existence is squelched and state
leadership becomes simply an exercise of economic management.
Cavarero (2000) applies Arendt's thought to her own concept of the
narrative self. She examines identity with a particular interest in the significance
of uniqueness. For Cavarero, uniqueness is an unrepeatability: a unique
individual carries with her a story that cannot be repeated as another person's
story. There is a suggestion of retrospection in Cavarero's use of the term
"unique" that is not so much about innateness as it is about the stories of our
existence that are left behind. It is only when we encounter these stories as
retrospective that we can see the form and the meaning that our lives have
taken. The life story is not told about events that are yet to occur; therefore, the
narrative self is an identity that is ultimately looked back upon in order to
become revelatory.
Cavarero differentiates philosophy from Arendtian politics by describing
the pursuit of philosophy as the attempt to understand universal life. She writes
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of the universalized conceptualization about Man, "It is at once masculine and
neuter, a hybrid creature generated by thought, a fantastic universal created by
the mind." [2000, p. 32). Alternatively, Arendtian politics are concerned with
singular, exposed life. When human life is universalized, Cavarero asserts that
human lives are lost. While philosophy tells us what we are, Arendtian politics
concern themselves with who we are. Cavarero is primarily interested in who we
are, and Arendt's politics are grounded in plurality and exposure: witnessed
uniqueness.
As a way of exploring this train of thought further, Cavarero presents her
readers with the Oedipus myth. She supplements it's reading with a poetic
version of the myth written by Muriel Rukeyser (1990), entitled The Sphynx. The
original story describes a riddle that is presented to Oedipus as he stands, a
celebrated and victorious man. He is asked by the Sphynx, "What begins on four
legs, continues on two legs, and ends on three legs?" He triumphantly responds
to the riddle with his answer: "Man!". In the supplemental version, we encounter
Oedipus once more, this time after he has met his demise. He wanders now, an
older man, blinded by his own hand, filled with despair and agony for having
murdered his father and carried out a sexual relationship with his mother. He
asks of the Sphynx why she has punished him so harshly. After all, he provided
the correct answer to her riddle. However, the Sphynx's reply suggests that the
answer was far from correct in that his answer was a universal one: Man.
This episode of the Oedipus myth suggests a dramatically alternative
understanding of the story and, ultimately, of the ensuing Oedipal theorizing that
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has permeated wide-reaching understandings of human development and
ethical and social existence, moral prerogatives and the movement towards
individual and collective health. There is now a possibility that this is not a
psychological tale about the innate desire for incest and homicidal impulses that
must be repressed at all costs. It is not a classic and timeless warning about the
consequences of strong connections and the absolute necessity for
disengagement in the name of overall social well-being and personal
actualization. Instead, perhaps this aspect of the Oedipus myth is telling us of the
frightening consequences of universalization. When we universalize, we replace
the "who" with the "what": we become blinded by a universal to the extent that
we are no longer able to really see the other. We are no longer able to recognize
what is unique and significant about our relationships to others, so that it even
becomes possible to commit incest and murder upon others.
For Cavarero and Arendt, the demise of a life story is in its loss of
uniqueness. In order to experience uniqueness, one must reveal oneself to
others. Arendt refers to this revelation as a shared plurality (1958). For her, true
political action is personal revelation in a context of plurality. Cavarero (1997)
describes a similar concept when she refers to the narratable self and the
narrated self. The narratable self is evoked with the sense that I have a life story
to be told about me, a story that is told by my actions and by the events of my
life. The narrated self is evoked by the story that is told about me by those
around me who have witnessed my actions and the events of my life. When there
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is harmony between that which is narratable and that which is narrated, an
integrated sense of unique (unrepeatable) identity is experienced.
While the narrative identity requires witnesses, even more importantly,
identity requires exposure: the narratable self must be revealed. In this way,
Cavarero describes a mutually reliant relationship between the individual and
the other. Her theory of identity centralizes the subjective experience as one of
exposed uniqueness. When the other, and the tale that is narrated by the other,
subsumes or is disharmonious with the subjective experience, unique identity is
lost. In the poetry of Rukeyser, the Sphynx warns of the dire consequences and
the ethical harm that becomes possible when uniqueness is lost in the story of
the other: when the narratable self is replaced by a universal and not a
subjective tale.
Understandings about the relationship between the self and the social
world shift with Cavarero's conceptualizations about politics and identity. Who a
person is becomes bound in a relationship with an other. The relationship is
described by Cavarero as involving the narratable self and the narrating self. The
narratable self is the person: her unique, unrepeatable identity about which
there is a story to be told. The narrating self is the external person, to whom the
unique identity of the narratable self is exposed. The narrating self is the
external person from whom the narratable self hears her own story. The
narratable self and the narrating self are bound in a relationship by a strong
desire for life story. While poststructuralist theories have focused on the stories
upon which a person's identity relies, Cavarero points out that the narratable
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self is vital: a person becomes "through story, that which she already was" (2000:
36). With poststructural thought, the story forms the identity, while Cavarero
seems to suggest that unique identity comes first, which then relies upon and
uses exposure to guarantee the forming of a life story by an other.
According to Arendt, and whole-heartedly embraced by Cavarero, there is
the premise that substantial action is taken when uniqueness is expressed. This
action is so substantial as to become political. Here also, Cavarero draws upon
the work of Ricoeur, as she describes the form of the life story as temporal and
the experience of the narrative as action taken. Such action, however, can only be
taken when it is exposing that which is unique and reciprocal, when we can tell
our stories, as well as the stories of others. Cavarero writes, "an identity...is
intertwined with other lives - with reciprocal exposures and innumerable gazes
- and needs the other's tale" (2000, p. 88).
The significant shift away from poststructuralist ideas about identity has
to do with the relational quality of identity. While post-structuralist thought
focuses on the relationship between the individual and the social experience in
order to identify the ways in which identity is influenced by the social
experience, Cavarero looks at the narrative-based relationship between one
person and an other, as well as those identities which I would conceptualize as
the forming aspirations of society, in the name of social reproduction (i.e. social
constructions). Cavarero (2000) writes about the who of a person, and the what
of a person. With reciprocal narrative, the who is central and the relationship is
one of plurality between more than one individual. The what is not relational, as
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the what wipes out the who; the relationship is so sovereign as to become a nonrelationship, hardly more than a monologue. The what kills the who, as well as
any possibility for action or, then, for politics. While the what is an important
consideration, especially as oppressed individuals reconsider their oppression, it
is not, in Cavarero's mind, an adequate consideration of identity. When we
acknowledge that we are unique, and arrive in this world with this (embodied
and otherwise) uniqueness, we can also consider the implications of the
exposure that is simultaneously occurring. The uniqueness and exposure are the
fundamental aspects of identity. They describe the narratable self and the
narrating self, as well as the relationship between these two upon which identity
relies.
As a narrative theorist, Cavarero seems to be working within a
retrospective standpoint. It is a standpoint that certainly abides by the rules of
storytelling; stories re-present moments in an unending process. They are the
moments that have already occurred. According to Cavarero, stories become the
forms that we leave behind us, forms that become the meaning of our existence.
Even her use of the term "unique" is from the retrospective standpoint, as it is
primarily referring to an unrepeatability: something that has happened that can
never exactly happen again. Her work emphasizes the significance of the
relationship between an individual and an other in the realization of identity.
She also suggests that subjectivity is feasible and not destined to the
consumption by other. Indeed, she aligns herself with Arendt by declaring as
action simply the exposure of subjective experience - not as resistance against
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the universal but as exposure of subjectivity and uniqueness. Rather than forging
an untenable divide between self and other, Cavarero asserts a most intimate
relationship, where the potential of connection is the realization of identity.
Bracha Ettinger is another theorist who provides inspiration and intrigue
through her devotion to the power of connection in the formation of identity.
While Cavarero provides a consistently retrospective standpoint, Ettinger (1990,
2001, 2007) places her thoughts and focus in the opposite direction: she
explores potential, the yet-to-arrive, the becoming that occurs in the encounter
between I and non-I. She appears to be looking forward, placing identity in a
shared space that vibrates with the possibilities that only exist because of the
encounter. The space is entirely in-between: a "borderspace", neither left nor
right, in nor out, you nor I. It is a space of becoming, a space of potential.
Like Cavarero, Ettinger (2001) refers to Oedipus; however, she does so
from the perspective of a psychoanalyst. What she finds in her exploration of the
understandings that have been derived from the myth is a theorized Oedipal
complex that describes a significant aspect of psychic development. The Oedipal
complex, as described by Sigmund Freud (1938) and Jacques Lacan (1977),
marks the place from which a person's identity development begins. This place is
characterized by the trauma of desire, separation and fear, and becomes the
basis of an individual's response to the world. Ettinger does not wish to
denounce this primarily phallic conceptualization of psychological development,
but does assert that it is both inadequate and non-initiatory in its grasp of
personal experience. As a supplement to the Oedipal stage of development,
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Ettinger introduces the concept of the matrixial borderspace that is best
described by [though not contained to) intrauterine and, therefore, pre-birth
existence. She does not replace one organ with another. Instead, she privileges
the womb environment with an unwavering focus on the non-gendered
experience of intrauterine life.
The matrixial borderspace is both experienced in and represented by
intrauterine existence. This is a place of encounter, where each person [and
there are several) in this encounter is in a state of incompleteness. Their
movement towards becoming and transformation occurs because of their
encounters with others; the I and the non-I participate in mutual possibilities
with regards to identity. Indeed, Ettinger would describe each person in the
matrixial borderspace as a becoming-I.
The borderspace is the place of convergence. It is the space where the I
and the non-I touch. It is non-dualistic territory, where in and out, you and I, left
and right, mine and yours, right and wrong melt away as relevant concepts. It is
not a border line; it is the borderspace, that precise geography of the encounter.
Ettinger, unable to find existing words to adequately describe her conception of
the inter-subjective encounter, has created concepts for the borderspace:
metramorphosis, to describe the complex transformations that occur in
encounter; wit(h)nessing, to describe the openness that is required in the
encounter; jointness-in-differentiating to describe the bond that occurs within an
encounter; and borderlinking to describe the active aspect of inter-subjectivity,
which Ettinger reminds her readers is really a trans-subjectivity, to describe the
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transformational potential of the encounter. The matrixial borderspace is
distinguished from other theories of identity which magnify inter-subjectivity
and non-differentiation (e.g. Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray1) with the concepts of
jointness-in-differentiating, borderlinking, severality and transubjectivity.
Ettinger contends that the encounter is complex enough so that there are always
more than two people involved, but, most importantly, that this number is not
infinite. The linking of borders is contained, so that a bond exists between the
individuals in encounter; the bond is created by a differentiation from an infinity
of encounters.
The encounter is marked by the current moment, and also by traces of the
past. The trauma and desire that has been one person's historical experience and
also what draws a person onward into their future, persist as traces, and become
aspects of inter-subjectivity. In this way, inter-subjectivity entails vulnerability
and exposure to both trauma and desire. When a person, because of the
vulnerability that inter-subjectivity calls upon, attempts to stifle matrixial
experience, anxiety is created. This is because the very development of identity
requires a matrixial borderspace.
The implications of Ettinger's work are enormous. If inter-subjectivity is a
significant aspect in the development of identity, then an understanding of
human development and psychic health does not rest solely on the experience of
separation. The disengagement that has profoundly shaped an understanding of
human development finds high regard in a number of ethical and philosophical
traditions, as well; a theory of engagement could begin to reshape some of these
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traditions of understanding. It is significant that Ettinger identifies herself as a
second generation Holocaust survivor. In doing so, she forges a connection
between her theory of inter-subjectivity and the historical events that have, due
to their magnitude, brought the potential of humanity into grave question.
Genocide and mass torture as a human potential may be premised upon the
capacity to so effectively disengage from an other as to mute the empathy that
might prevent such travesty. When separation, independence and
individualization are privileged, the effects of other-ing can be frightening. When
inter-subjectivity and the profoundly mutual experience of a borderspace are
privileged as a way of understanding human existence, perhaps the potential of
humankind will shift, as well.
I would like to suggest a parallel, or a meeting place, in the works of
Ettinger and Cavarero. While Ettinger looks ahead to potential and
transformation and Cavarero looks behind for form, meaning and
unrepeatability, both theorists include a place of unity in their portrayal of
identity. Ettinger focuses on the environment of unity, and the significance of
that environment. She introduces a unity that transcends dichotomies, and that
contains the traces of lives lived and yet to be lived. This is the matrixial
borderspace, where unity is the place where transformation and potential begin.
Identity, then, is transformation and potential, within a bond of several. Cavarero
describes the need of identity to have a unity between the story held and the
story told. There must be an encounter between the stories we carry within
ourselves about ourselves, and the stories we hear being told about us.
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Both theorists insist that the place of unity is not to be universalized Cavarero with her insistence that identity is unrepeatable and therefore ununiversalizable, and Ettinger, with her insistence that, though complex, the
matrixial borderspace is not a place of infinite numbers. They also embrace a
similar understanding of temporality; just as our stories continue to unfold, and
we look back upon the forms that are our stories and see continuous change, so
too do the transformations continue and multiply with ongoing encounters with
others.
Another scholar who has valued the subjective experience is Cynthia
Willett. Willett (1995) begins her exploration with a challenge to the very
premises of European and Euro-American psychoanalytic and philosophical
contentions about the development of the self. These cultural understandings
portray a fully developed yet unsocialized self originating in a symbiotic state
with the mother and then moving through stages of autonomous differentiation
via separation that is influenced by the ultimate respect for what Lacan refers to
as the "Rule of the Father" (a respect induced by a separation far worse than that
from mother - castration), or the stipulations for social life. In other words, the
"self-conscious person emerges from the narcissistic isolation of an animal-like
existence by way of the gaze of the Other" (Willett, p. 169).
Willett is troubled by this conceptualization for a number of reasons. She
cannot accept the role that is attributed to mother: the mechanically available,
unreciprocated/ing, insignificantly contributing, whorish martyr in whom
transgressive sexual art forms find their muse (referring to the evidence that
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Lacan bases his theory on rather than direct infant observations). When
separation is the effect and goal of social life, difference becomes unacceptable
and sameness a barely adequate yet solitary reason for respect. Identity
becomes constrained by difference or sameness, as well as the many other
dichotomies that emerge out of an idealized separated state of being. Willett
refers to such constraints as "regressive dichotomies" (1995, p. 131). I take her
description to be referring to the ways in which personal identity becomes
stunted, as well as the ways in which goals for growth and change at a societal
level are obstructed.
Indeed, Willett appears to be primarily troubled by the separation
theories because of their capacity to sustain oppressive social experience. She
relies upon the narratives of African American slaves in her search for an
alternative understanding of self, social change and ethics as being intertwined
and ultimately constitutive of freedom. With a separation basis for self
development, patriarchal structures thrive. Rather than reciprocity, exchange
and recognition, a society functions according to hierarchies, uneven
distributions and justifications called "discipline" for the sustenance of
oppressive practices.
Willett contends that there is an alternative explanation for the
development of self. Drawing upon the work of Daniel Stern and Luce Irigaray,
who have both closely observed infants with their caregivers, Willett describes a
very different genesis of the self. Rather than arriving as a fully formed self,
Willett describes the arrival of an unformed identity whose very initial and
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creative action is to strive for touch. Touch, in the form of caress, and
supplemented by sound and smell, is the playful work of caregiver and infant
that is immediately and entirely reciprocal. It is out of the exchange of caresses
between the infant and her caregivers that the self of the infant emerges. Identity
is emergent, and the emerging centre is social exchange. Social existence does
not refer to the "rule of the father", a repression of drives or the growing
awareness of "not me" that separation entails. Rather, it is about an encounter in
which mutual recognition occurs. The recognition is about mutual exchange,
surprise and difference. The recognition occurs because of exchanges that do not
copy but correspond to one another. Willett refers to this correspondence as a
model of "recognition that would not reflect the Other as the same but respond
with imagination to difference" [1995, p. 92).
Willett does not deny the impact of society, history and culture on the
identity. She does, however, deny that we are immediately immersed in societal
life from which we must extricate ourselves and, simultaneously, absorb as rules
of conduct. Rather, identity emerges out of the exchanges that mark social life. As
long as we are recognized, we will continue to develop, our sociality central to
our experience of ourselves.
Willett appears to agree with Irigaray (1993), who contends that the
dominant understandings of identity are phallocentric in their support of
identity being formed through the assessing and even predatory gaze of the
father, and the structuring language that constitutes specific ideologies
pertaining to identity. The charge of phallocentrism is derived from the
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descriptions attributed to the effect of the gaze and language: violating,
objectifying, and targeting.
The pessimism that I encounter in Willett's work is in the way in which
her theory about dominant patriarchal ideologies about individuation and
separation comes into contact with her alternative theory about the
development of self that is based upon mutual, responsive recognition through
touch, sound and smell rather than only gaze and language. While she describes
an oppressive and dominant social world, she also claims that freedom occurs
via mutual recognition. However, she asserts that this freedom cannot happen in
the patriarchal context. She burrows down to the very roots of the oppressive
capacity of European and Euro-American tradition, and discovers a theory of self
that erases the active participation of the maternal figure and assigns aversive
contempt to all but the most technical of expressions.
At the same time, Willett conveys optimism as she clarifies the
significance of witness; both the creativity that is part of the innate desire to be
witness and the prerogative of the privileged, the oppressors, the colonizers to
witness. This witnessing cannot be in the name of discovering similarity, nor can
it provide a means by which we can once again become the experts about the
identities of the oppressed. This witnessing must occur in order to facilitate
recognition and then freedom. With this point, Willett reminds me of Judith
Butler's To Give an Account of Oneself (2005). In this work, Butler discusses a
philosophy of ethics that has evolved out of her explorations of identity, subject
and society. Butler concludes that the greatest ethical harm is done when an
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identity is imposed upon an individual: when the self is structured by a societal
discourse whose ideology is a reflection of the motives of those most powerful
and privileged members of society. Willett seems to agree that an ethical society
supports freedom, and that freedom is the ability to develop an identity that is
subjective and socially centered; in other words, freedom is enjoyed when
subjectivity can emerge from a social matrix of mutual recognitions.
As I consider the theories that I have examined, I am left with some ideas
about expression, uniqueness, and exposure, as well as the attendant potential
for agency. Lacan, Bell, Butler and Goffman stress how language and
performativity reveal the enormous impact that the societal structure has on
identity, forming of the subject. A complete understanding of the self relies upon
this critical examination, so that realization rather than assumptive acceptance
can occur. With an acknowledgement of the motives and strength of the external
structures, critical examination comprehends and validates agency as it occurs.
Butler, Ahmed and Hill Collins also remind me that language, in its nonsovereign capacity, and its performativity also allude to expression, and, thus, to
an expresser. As the cracks in the structured performance are revealed, evidence
for the subjective can be procured.
Importantly, structure, language and performance acknowledge the
significance of the "y° u " in identity. McNay and Weir request a creative and
narrative understanding to validate this "you" in such a way as to make room for
agency. Mead, Willett, with Irigaray's and Stern's influence, and Cavarero, with
Arendt and Ricoeur as her inspiration, examine how narrative or exchange
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theories continue this embrace of the "you" by intertwining it with the "I". They
explore how social acts are exchanges, continuous and reciprocal, so that what
emerges is the self, neither subject nor subjective, both subject and subjective. It
is my understanding that the agency that becomes possible is related to the
tensions of the encounter between the constructed and the subjective. Surprise
and conflict are the indications of discrepancy. By discrepancy, I refer to
uniqueness: a departure from that which is expected, from what it is that
constitutes a norm. When that uniqueness is exposed, and is, thereby,
constitutive of social exchange, we have agency; we have social action.
The personal narrative is, in its exposure to the witness, not transcended,
but rather, extended. It is extended to include others, the "you". Perhaps the
measure of the extension becomes the measure of the social action. Regardless,
as soon as a "you" is included, I suggest that a narrative has been exposed, and
thus a social action has occurred. In its exposure, the narrative replicates touch simultaneous reciprocity. The immediate exchange occurs because the exposure
requires witnessing; exposure and witnessing are simultaneous, just as you
touch me as I touch you. The exposure is guided by desire, a desire to be
witnessed and a desire to be narrated.

3. How is the interplay between constructed and subjective identity relevant to
social policy in general and maternity benefits specifically?
Critical awareness begins with an acknowledgement of the influence of
societal, cultural, material and historical context, as well as the motives that
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direct that influence. Thus, we explore policy for the ideologies it upholds critically aware that such ideologies are insidious and influential in their impact
on an individual's very experience of being. With maternity benefits, I have
sought out a discourse about motherhood. That discourse, however, is
inadequate as a portrayal of a mother's identity, and succeeds in erasing many
mothers' identities (e.g. the employed mothers who are not eligible for the
benefits). It is my contention that individual narratives would encounter the
societal discourse embodied within the maternity benefits policy: the subjective
experience of motherhood would encounter the subjected experience of
motherhood. With a mother's narrative (exposed as a narrative, witnessed
because of its exposure) there is social action: a social exchange: there is
simultaneous touch.

H find many similarities among the works of Irigaray, Kristeva and Ettinger,
particularly in their descriptions of identity. The difference between Ettinger's
work and Kriteva's and Irigaray's seems to me to be related to how the theorists
describe time, which, I suggest, also impacts their conceptualizations of intersubjectivity. Kristeva and Irigary describe a feminine time experience that is
cyclical, and distinct from masculine linearity. Ettinger, on the other hand,
speaks of a zone, where time is transcended. The zone is demarcated by a
particular borderspace encounter. With a circular notion of time, Kristeva and
Irigaray allude to an infinity. This infinity is reflected also in the potential of the
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inter-subjective event - total immersion and joining. Ettinger, however, creates
parameters for her encounter as she does to a time zone, limiting the intersubjectivity to a severality rather than an infinity.
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Chapter 3
Research Design and Methods
A. Purpose of the research
The purpose of this research project is to create a research platform that
reflects and investigates a theory of identity that conceptualizes identity as a
process that is transformed and transforming in the context of multitude
encounters. The methods of the research, as well as the collaborative and
conversational aim of the project is a process of exploration that can emanate
such a perspective of identity.
B. Research questions
This research project is an exploration of the possibilities of and for
transformation of identity and critical consciousness. Motherhood will be the
focus of these questions, and the constructed identity of mother will be explored
in a consideration of maternity benefits policy. The questions are: Can
transformation occur in an encounter between subjective identity, intersubjectivity and constructed identity? If so, how does such transformation
occur? What constitutes transformation? Is critical awareness a transformation
that can occur?
C. The research design
The research project, whose platform is a web log (blog) called
mothersvoice, is complex, as it constitutes a two-fold exploration of both the
research process itself and a theoretical understanding of the identity process. A
description of the research design, therefore, will include the research methods,
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a description of the blog as a research platform, as well as a discussion of the
ethical and theoretical implications of the work. When research is taken up as
praxis, where practice and theory occur with purpose and simultaneity.
Research becomes a process that elaborates upon itself, reflecting throughout a
theoretical perspective that is committed to ethical research relationships and
social transformation [Lather, 1991).
1. Sampling and Recruitment
The research project (mothersvoice) was an exploratory study, and moved
through a total of 5 stages. Participants were recruited on-line through an
invitation (see Appendix A) that was posted on a number of Canadian momblogs
and discussion forums for parents. The selection was purposive, in that the
recruitment efforts were contained to Canadian sources, and the invitation
clearly targeted Canadian women who did not reside in Quebec (Quebec is the
solitary Canadian province that has developed a distinct policy response to
maternity benefits needs for its residents). Interested mothers were directed to
the mothersvoice homepage, where they could peruse an information form that
addressed potential ethical concerns (see Appendix B). If they consented to
participate in mothersvoice, they would indicate this decision by registering into
the project. Initially, there were 41 registrants. By the end of the first stage, there
were 28 participating mothers. With one exception, none of the women who left
the project at that point had contributed to the first stage: while these women
had registered for the project, they did not submit any posts. Some of these
women did contact me personally to explain the life circumstances that

110

interfered with their ability to participate. One woman registered three weeks
before her first baby was due to be born, and participated with one post in the
first stage. I would surmise that her silence after that initial posting coincided
with her baby's due date.
The women who became mothersvoice participants came from all of the
Canadian regions, including the Territories. Recruitment efforts were designed
to accomplish as much geographic scope as possible. While just over half of the
participants were from Ontario, the participants from this province were from
diverse regions: urban, rural, and suburban, as well as Northern.
2. Stages of Design
The mothersvoice project consisted of five stages. The first stage was
introductory and involved the entire group of mothers. I began this discussion
thread with an introduction about myself that included my social positioning, i.e.
white, middle-class, university educated, married and able-bodied (see Appendix
C). The other participants followed suit, and, subsequently, I was able to gather a
substantial amount of demographic information.
The next stage was entitled the Narrative stage. The participants were
randomly divided into smaller groups, using a random numbers table often used
to guide probability sampling. The purpose of the random selection was to give
all the participants an equal chance of being selected into the various small
groups. The randomness also provides me with the opportunity to explore the
ways in which narratives are told within a shared conversation that was
randomly organized, rather than sorted around a particular affinity or decision
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on my part. They were provided with a description of a narrative (see Appendix
D), and invited to contribute a narrative about their motherhood in the context
of the maternity benefits policy.
In the third stage, the women continued to work in their smaller groups,
and were asked to analyze their own and/or each other's narratives. They were
provided with instructions about conducting a narrative analysis, as well as a
question guide and a personal example (see Appendix E and F).
In the fourth stage, the participants returned to the larger group discussion.
They were provided with a link to two 2008 public documents about maternity
benefits from the Human Resources and Social Development Canada (HRSDC]
website fwww.hrsdc.gc.ca). They were invited to respond to the documents,
guided by questions that could assist in developing a critical discourse analysis
(see Appendix G).
In the fifth stage, the mothers were invited to compare the narrative about
mothers they had investigated in the policy document to the narratives they had
developed for themselves in stage Two and Three. During this stage, there was
very little active participation. Subsequently, I developed the comparative
analyses and invited the women to read through them and respond. While the
response rate was still low, I observed that there were frequent visits to Stage
Five. It was difficult to ascertain whether the participation had fallen
dramatically, or whether there continued to be participation, but fewer posts.
For example, one woman disclosed that she had often been stealthily visiting
mothersvoice during this stage, but had not contributed a post. Other women
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commented on the academic or intellectual nature of the discussion, which may
have served as an impediment to posting into this stage.
Each participant mother received by email a process evaluation question
guide (see Appendix H) at the same time as the final farewell stage of the project
was opened. There was very little activity in the farewell stream, while 12
completed evaluations were returned. Mothersvoice was in its fifth month, and
the mothers had contributed a great deal in the previous stages. A new school
year had begun, as well. It may be that many of the mothers needed to direct
their energies elsewhere, and that they had already given a great deal to the
research project and were ready to stop. The process evaluations reveal an
acknowledgement by a number of the evaluators that they had begun to
contribute less to mothersvoice, but there was also their recognition that they
had given a great deal of energy to participate. Keeping in mind that these
women were not given any compensation, I am impressed that they contributed
as much as they did.
3. The Blog as a Research Platform
a. Ethical Concerns
The platform for this research design was a blog. I will begin this discussion
with a consideration of the concerns that were pertinent to my decision to use a
blog as a research site. I place these concerns front and foremost as a reflection
of my own decision-making process, where the concerns about blog use were
given immediate attention. Perhaps due to its innovative character, my concerns
about blog use rose immediately, in concert with my intention to interrogate
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closely the ethical impact of the research on all of the relationships that are
applicable to the research. My consideration of the research relationship
includes a reflection about all of the players who are apparently involved in the
study - researcher, participant co-researchers, academic supervisor, dissertation
committee members, and readers of this study, for example. There is also a
relationship formed with those who did not participate in the project,
particularly those who were not provided with an adequate opportunity to
participate. Thus, I consider the ways in which blog-based research excludes.
There are a number of limitations or research concerns that can arise with the
decision to utilize a blog as the research site. Blog activity requires enough from
its participants to raise concerns about the exclusive nature of the blog. To
participate in a blog discussion, one needs, most basically, access to a computer
system. While there are public services that provide computers, barriers are still
created by limited availability at those services (i.e. service operation hours,
time-for-use restrictions, and location of services). The question is raised about
how many women who do not have a home computer were, therefore, excluded
from this project. The issue is a class consideration (the capacity to purchase and
own a home computer system) and a regional consideration, as many rural
mothers may not have connection systems and cannot, therefore, access the
internet. One participant used the computer at her work place. She was able to
participate, but her participation was limited to her workplace hours, and those
times when she was able to take the personal time while at work.
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Literacy is another important consideration. Participation in this blogbased research process required a certain level of competence with the written
and read English language. The recruitment work was primarily on-line, in
English, so that even to know about this project would have required reading
skills and enough competence to bring potential participants to English language
sites (i.e. mom blogs and online bulletin boards conducted in English). The
nature of the dialogue throughout the mothersvoice project was a textual
exchange between participants, and, therefore, would have called for some
comfort with writing and reading the English language.
Another literacy that would have been necessary to participate in the
research project was a computer literacy: an ability to use the computer tool,
which involves a number of skills. Keyboard skills would have made it possible
to converse easily with typed text, which was the nature of the mothersvoice
communication. Internet skills would have been necessary to be at the internet
sites where recruitment efforts for mothersvoice were being made, and would
have continued to be used when accessing the mothersvoice blog, using a
password to enter, and then locating and following the specific conversation
instructions.
As an ethical concern, the exclusivity of a blog research site cannot be
minimized. A significant number of women, for reasons of class, region, literacy
and more were not able to contribute their voices to this project, even while they
would have altered the store of information that was gathered, and, thereby,
could have impacted the theoretical exploration that this project has aspired to
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be. Any considerations of how this research can be continued or elaborated upon
will allow for these missing contributions.

b. The Possibilities of innovative research
In considering the concerns that arise out of the utilization of a blog as the
primary research site, I have also reflected upon the nature of my research
question. The mothersvoice study, as mentioned earlier, is an exploratory design.
I was not attempting to gain information that could provide me with the ability
to generalize about a specific experience or identity, nor was I intending to make
predictions based on the research findings. Instead, the purpose of this project
has been to explore a collaborative identity process that took place in the context
of a particular conversation, shared by particular subjectivities and creating a
particular collectivity that could perhaps in some way initiate the development
of critical awareness for the research participants, myself included.
i. Geographic Scope
There are a number of factors that made the blog as a research site
particularly relevant to the mothersvoice project. The research work was guided
by a theoretical conceptualization of identity as a fluid and reciprocal connection
between subjectivity and constructedness. With an idea of the constructing
efforts of culture and society, I am recognizing state policy as a constructing
agent of society, looking specifically at the Canadian maternity benefits policy in
this research project. The blog allows women throughout Canada to participate
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in mothersvoice and speak to the ways in which Canadian social policy has
impacted their experience of identity. As mentioned earlier, mothers from each
region of Canada were able to contribute to the project. The logistics of obtaining
such geographic scope would have been unmanageable using more traditional
means of research, particularly due to the conversational nature of the research
work.
ii. Cyberspace
Cyberspace, the territory within which this conversation could take place,
has become increasingly salient to everyday existence. The Canadian Internet
Use Survey (CIUS) tracks cyberspace forays by Canadians, noting categories such
as age, gender, household income, region of residence, type of internet use, and
place of internet use. In 2007, the survey showed that "almost three-quarters
(73%), or 19.2 million Canadians aged 16 and older, went online for personal
reasons during the 12 months prior to the survey. The internet use was up from
just over two-thirds (68%) in 2005...One-fifth (20%) of home Internet users
reported contributing content by posting images, writing blogs, or participating
in discussion groups" (CIUS, Statistics Canada, The Daily, June 12, 2008). While
the CIUS demonstrates a gap in the use of internet based on income, education
and age, this gap is narrowing. For example, in the 2007 survey, 9 1 % of the
people in the top quintile of household income used internet while 47% of the
people in the lowest quintile used internet, creating a digital gap of 44%. In
1999, by comparison, 71% of the people in the highest quartile used internet
while 19% of the people in the lowest quartile did, resulting in a digital gap of
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52% [Statistics Canada, CANSIM, 2005). While the household incomes were
divided into quartiles in 1999 and quintiles in 2007, there is still an apparent
narrowing of the digital gap. There is also evidence of increased internet use in
both of the income-based groupings.
Blogs are one of the means by which an individual can make contributions
to cyberspace. Blogs by mothers about mothers are referred to as momblogs,
mommy blogs or parent blogs. Their prevalence has risen dramatically, as noted
by Cision, provider of media research, in a 2008 Canadian press release. Cision
reports, "Blogs authored by mothers are one of the most influential social media
communities...in North America..." (Toronto, Ontario, June 23, 2008). Cision
(2008) identifies a range of estimates about the number of mom blogs there are
on internet, from 3,300 to 15,000.
There is a flavour of the political in a momblog. By blogging about the daily
lived experience of mothering, mothers are sending out into the 'public'1 their
'private' and material lives. Thus, a momblog can be considered very political
activity in that it challenges a public/private dichotomy that guides much
cultural discourse. State policies, as a profound example of the way in which
dichotomous relations are sustained, have been analyzed for the ways in which
gender ideologies guide the very structure of a welfare state and its polices. Such
ideologies create a division between professionalized marketplace activities in
the public domain and caring activities in the private domain (Fraser, 1989,
Pascal, 1996). A momblog challenges the boundaries between the public and
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private, and potentially challenges the political agenda that would maintain a
clearly differentiated dualism between the two spheres.
The blurring of the public/private boundaries also impacts on the very
psychology of a blog. While a blog is an online diary, it differentiates from a diary
in a substantial way, in that it is equipped to create a link between two or more
individuals. Blog researchers, Laura Gurak and Smiljana Antonisevic write,
Unlike personal Web presentations, structured around "the essence
of me," blogs are structured around "the process of me." Unlike
chatting, pointed toward "hear me out at this moment," blogging is
pointed toward "hear me out throughout time." Blogging, thus, is a
twofold communicative event. On one hand, it is the event of
"writing oneself through continuous recording of past and present
experiences, just as in the case of traditional diaries.... On the other
hand, blogging is the event of "rewriting oneself
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interaction with the audience.
This is why blogs are both private and public. This is why blogs
cannot be either private or public". (2008, p. 65)
The authors conceptualize a blog as an event rather than an object. A blog is
representative, therefore, of an identity process that incorporates, as taken from
the title of their article, "You, Me, and Everyone in Between".
There is a special function that the blog event, as an interactive diary, can
serve for its author. While the writing of oneself occurs, it is done in the context
of a community. The blog, therefore, provides an opportunity for a mother to
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create and connect with a community where there can be an experience of
belonging. Some of the moms in the mothersvoice project described being able to
express and explore issues in their cyberspace communities that they could not
in the material world. They discovered and created communities that
accommodated experiences such as post partum depression, the death of an
infant, and ambivalence about maternity. They described the blog as a
community that gave them the opportunity to explore their subjective
experience and benefit from the comfort and liberation of belonging.
The discovery of a community in which one's voice is heard and
accommodated creates an important enticement for ventures into cyberspace.
However, cyberspace has been criticized as being an exclusive domain, a space in
which only a limited voice can be heard and accommodated. For example,
historically, an explanation of an ethnically-based digital gap has not taken into
consideration the fact that much internet content is not relevant to African
American experiences. Researchers Lynette Kvasny and C. Frank Igwe describe
how, as blogs have proliferated, African Americans have been able to
actively author their own content and form their own communities for
interaction online. As the number of online African Americans grows,
research that examines the ways in which they use the Internet for social
support, information sharing, and communication that reflects their
worldview becomes increasingly important. (2008: p. 578]
Kvasny and Igwe (2008)conducted some of this recommended research in their
examination of African American-authored blogs responding to the media
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portrayal of HIV/AIDS in Black America. They discovered a distinct voice
represented by language, expression and social awareness,
iii. Cyberfeminism
The cyberfeminist movement has also looked critically for voices that are
missing in cyberspace. Cyberfeminism is a re-consideration of the potential of
cyberspace that embraces the fluid, uncatchable, nuanced, collective subjectivity
and identity formation. While a highly technical space that was originally created
for national defense purposes [Rheingold, 1993, p. 144), cyberspace provides a
vista that can be widely accessible, profoundly democratic, transnational space
that presents a very real challenge to the boundaries created by a multitude of
differences and culturally sustained dichotomies.
Cyberfeminism began simultaneously in three separate locations in 1992
(Guertin, 2003). In Australia, the feminist artist collective, VNS Matrix, described
their internet activities as cyberfeminism, insisting that the cyberspace was a
space that would, if not ruptured by women's voices and bodies, become a
replication of the patriarchal structures of the real world. Because it is a
technical realm, a realm that had been claimed as masculine space, it needs to be
placed under siege, particularly as a place that has great potential for the
relational, transnational, and democratic objectives of much feminist work.
At the same time, in Britain, cultural theorist Sadie Plant was claiming
technology for the activities of artists and women. She wanted to challenge the
exclusivity of the technological world, as well as the cultural structures that
silenced, disembodied and de-activated women. She believes that women can

121

very effectively use technology to corroborate their material experience. Her
work has been to challenge the gender construct that would deem technology a
male arena of social life.
The third location where cyberfeminism began was in Canada. High
technical installation artist Nancy Paterson described her work as cyberfeminist
in its exploration of the personal and political impact that new technologies have
on everyday life [Paterson, 1996).
While VNS Matrix, Plant and Paterson all describe their work as
cyberfeminism, there are apparent distinctions between their principles. Rather
than creating concern, the cyberfeminist movement celebrates such distinctions.
There has been great resistance to developing a definition for cyberfeminism.
Instead, at the first cyberfeminist conferences, which took place in 1997, a
manifesto was developed which was constituted of 100 items that served as
antitheses to cyberfeminism. It was more important to have a clear direction in
which the cyberfeminist movement would NOT move, and to, thereby, avoid
creating a position into which the movement could be locked, unable to evolve,
respond to and accommodate the many differences and developments that are
welcomed into cyberfeminist considerations. Faith Wilding, who was in
attendance at this conference, describes the "attempt to define cyberfeminism by
refusal" (1997), and one of the conference's organizers, Caroline Bassett,
released to the press a statement about cyberfeminists' desire to avoid a
definition: "The 1 st CYBERFEMINIST INTERNATIONAL slips through the traps of
definition with different attitudes towards art, culture, theory, politics,
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communication and technology - the terrain of the Internet" (from Wilding,
1997).
The desire to avoid definition is noteworthy as an indication of some of
the ambivalence cyberfeminists feel about feminism and even an in-depth
critical analysis of cyberspace activities. Indeed, many cyberfeminists,
particularly those of the mid- 1990's, were reluctant to describe their efforts as
feminist. The critique of feminism, of which cyberfeminism was attempting to
transcend, is, according to Wilding, threefold: 1) a discomfort with an "old style"
feminism that is characterized by essentialism, a radicalism that repudiates sex
and technology, and guilt; 2) an attitude that is anti-theoretical; and 3) net
utopianism, which conceives of cyberspace as a place of such profound
transcendence that gender becomes irrelevant [Wilding, 1999). More recently,
many cyberfeminists are exploring the political implications of cyber activities,
acknowledging the differences between feminisms, exploring post-colonial
theory as it can be applied to cyber experience, and considering the action,
coalition-building and subversive expression that can occur among diverse
groups of women (Wilding, 2004).
Cyberfeminism, by situating itself in an interactive, fluid, transformative
cyberspace, is based most fundamentally on difference and the transformations
that become possible because of those differences. Cyberspace is a location
where both action and story telling occur in a manner so simultaneous as to
become defining of one another. The action is the surfing, locating and
responding to information and connections gathered in cyberspace, and is also
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the story telling that is done with those actions, as cyberspace is a location of
such profound interaction. In fact, it is arguable that action even occurs in
cyberspace: it is, rather, mteraction that is occurring in a fluid and constant
manner. Cyberfeminist Carolyn Guertin describes the on-line (inter)active
narrative:
"The body in motion is the meaning of an electronic text and the act of
choosing movement is where we find agency. The concept of agency is
key to our interaction in networked spaces, particularly in narrative new
media works. The very fact of our movement in these environments our navigation - is what gives us pleasure in browsing. Our interactive
motions become plot events and constitute what we normally think of as
'story'" (Guertin, 2004, website page:
www.artwomen.org/cyberfems/guertin/index.htm).
With an understanding about identity as fluid interactivity, tied closely to
the telling and responding to narrative, cyberspace becomes a location that is
significant for the process of identity. Communications studies expert and
technical scientist Justine Cassell makes reference to the possibilities of locations
such as cyberspace, as she relates the connections between story-telling and
identity: "(Storytelling is an important activity for the construction of self, for
the construction of the world, and for the construction of the norms by which we
lead our lives, and thus an activity that encourages storytelling is a potential
space for the maintenance of an identity" (1998, p. 307). Using cyberspace to
explore the transformative potential of interaction and collective storytelling is
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particularly meaningful when we recognize cyberspace as a location of agency,
narrative, and fluid identity.
Due to the fluidity, agency, and narrative exchange that occur in
cyberspace, it is experienced as a location of great potential due to its profoundly
interactive character. A Utopian cyberfeminism conceptualizes cyberspace as a
closed space where much is-possible, including a total transcendence from the
material limitations of real life existence. The interactions and immersions that
occur in cyberspace are, accordingly, able to create embodiments, possibilities
and transformations that flow out of those possibilities. An avatar, the identity
that an individual creates for herself online, gains, because of cyberspace
interactions that are occurring in an alternative universe, the stature of a cyborg,
a cyberspace entity with which an individual becomes disembodied from her
real life self. Sadie Plant describes the total experience of the cyborg: "...it will be
posthuman whatever it is. Suddenly, it always was, you always were" (Plant,
2000, p. 466).
A "dystopian cyberfeminist perspective" (Magnet, 2007, p.579), on the
other hand, holds the contention that it is important not to forget the real life in
which women's lives and bodies are embedded. Such an argument actually
extends an understanding of the interactivity that occurs in cyberspace: the
interactivity is more than the transformative and seemingly limitless
interactions that can occur in cyberspace. The interactivity also occurs between
cyberspace and real life. Guertin writes that we can "see that the virtual is
informed by the real as much as the real is by the virtual" and that
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cyberfeminisms are a "form of embodiment that uses historical context as a way
of... leaping out of the predestined, restrictive historical framework into a new
future. This future is relentlessly material, embodied in the present tense,
acknowledging the physical realities of the conjunction of bodies and machines
as much as creating environments for the creative state of immersion" (Guertin,
2004, website page: www.artwomen.org/cyberfems/guertin/index.htm).
When there is a cyberfeminist focus placed most prominently on the
creation of virtual identity, there is an accompanying risk of assuming that real
life existence can be erased by the virtual. This would imply a "disappearance of
the fleshed body marked by traditional categories of class, sex, and race"
[Fernandez, 2002, website page:
www.artwomen.org/cyberfems/guertin/index.htm). Cyberfeminist Maria
Fernandez, in exploring the question that entitles her 2002 essay: "Is
Cyberfeminism Colorblind?", struggles with a cyberfeminist avoidance of any
discussions of race. In a virtuality where the transcendence of physiognomy is
one of its liberatory qualities, race identity is denied. Furthermore, in its
traditional embrace of multiplicity, cyberfeminism (and particularly European
cyberfeminism) avoids discussions of race as an avoidance of essentialism.
Fernandez argues that this is significantly problematic in its denial of the
countless ways in which internet is shaped by the material reality of daily life.
She writes of artists, activists, academics and technological media workers:
What seems to determine their inclusion or exclusion from
cyberfeminism is the attribution to them of specific positions on
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subjectivity. Women of color are assumed to embrace rigid concepts of
identity in contrast to the hybrid, border crossing subject positions made
possible by digital communications and championed by cyberfeminists. In
short, women of color remain trapped in their bodies as their (white}
Euro-American counterparts transit cyberspace unencumbered either by
bodies or identities. This polarization recapitulates a long-standing trope
in colonial narratives: the native is anchored to the land as the colonist
has freedom of movement" (Fernandez, 2002, website page:
www.artwomen.org/cyberfems/guertin/index.htm).
Critical race internet theorist Lisa Nakamura has also explored
cyberspace for evidence that the discriminations and hierarchies of real life have
transferred in. She describes an "after-image", a "particular kind of historically
and culturally grounded seeing of mis-seeing" (2002, p. 322) that lingers on in
cyberspace, even as the body has been left behind.
Researcher Beth Kolko describes cyberspace as a location where there
continues to exist a cultural map of whiteness, reflective of the assumptions that
are carried over into cyberspace from real life existence. As an example, she
describes what happens when a person creates a MUD (multi-user dungeon) in
on-line gaming. It is a "multi-user real-time virtual world described entirely in
text. It combines elements of role-playing games, hack and slash, interactive
fiction, and online chat. Players can read descriptions of rooms, objects, other
players, non-player characters, and actions performed in the virtual world.
Players interact with each other and the world by typing commands that
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resemble a natural language" (wikipedia, at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MUD,
accessed 2009). Kolko notes that in most MUDS, the default ethnicity is set to
white, a default ethnicity that enters into all the virtual worlds that are created
by on-line gamers (Kolko, 2000).
While concerned by the colonial practices that can endure even in a
transcendent location such as cyberspace, Fernandez continues to embrace
cyberfeminism. She challenges the movement to gain and welcome critical
awareness. She searches for and observes closely the cyberfeminist activities
that constitute a dedication to just, non-oppressive space. Additionally, she
actively participates in on-line critical theoretical work. While cyberfeminism,
and any participation in cyberspace - such as research — is able to sustain unjust
practice, Fernandez' work serves as a reminder that cyberspace is not to be
abandoned, but is, instead a location of liberatory potential for which critically
conscious and disruptive action is crucial.
With a platform located in cyberspace, and as an exploration of identity as a
fluid, subjective/collective, process oriented towards the development of
engaged critical consciousness, cyberfeminist thought articulates some of the
possibilities and components of the mothersvoice project. As well, feminist
thought further substantiates the significance of utilizing a blog as a research site
for this particular exploration; cyberspace is a potentially democratic space, with
a degree of anonymity that makes it possible to take risks, to expose oneself, to
exercise vulnerability, and to dispense with some of the boundaries that define
relationships in the material world.
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D. Research Methodology as Praxis
In a commitment to research as praxis, I consider the manner in which I
conceptualize identity in order to conduct research as a parallel process. The
potential of the blog as a process characterized by subjectivity, collectivity and
social consciousness substantiates its use as a research site. The approach to the
mothersvoice research needs to reflect a similar set of underlying principles. I
find these principles in the approaches of participatory action research (PAR)
and narrative research.
1. Participatory Action Research (PAR)
PAR is an approach to research that embodies a commitment to a set of
beliefs and principles about how research needs to be conducted (Fals Borda,
1991). The PAR commitment is to a research process that will be a praxis that is
emancipatory and will initiate or influence the development of critical
consciousness (Freire, 1962) With the development of critical consciousness as a
PAR objective, social change can occur in the form of critical power analyses,
empowerment, and the exposure of oppressive practice. As a research method,
PAR focuses on the political practice of knowledge production, and is
characterized by methods of practice that pose a challenge to any means of
knowledge creation that sustains oppressive relations.
PAR is a distinct approach to research in its insistence that action be an
intrinsic aspect of the research process. The participation that is upheld by the
PAR approach includes the action that gets designed and taken. Furthermore, the
participatory objectives extend beyond the action by assuring a place of power
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for the participants in the research process itself. With an in-depth
conceptualization of action and participation, the methods of PAR have the
capacity to promote inclusive, participatory and empowering research
relationships; the principles of PAR embody democratic relations and knowledge
production.
PAR is an approach to research that consciously provides a challenge to
the manner in which societal relations are organized so as to sustain inequity
and an increasingly elitist dispersal of power (Mclntyre, 2008). Within the PAR
framework, power and knowledge are considered to be inseparable, so that any
process of knowledge production has the potential to be either oppressive or
emancipatory. By utilizing such practices as participant involvement in the
creation of research objectives and instruments, advisory committees, member
checks, and participant ownership of research copyright, PAR destabilizes a
knowledge production that is exclusionary and supportive of relations
characterized by dominance and oppression.
PAR methodology insists that the action its research process embodies
leads to the promotion of social justice and social change [Fals Borda, 2001). I
would like to enhance the PAR definition of action so that it includes an activity
that is most basic to the research process, and also most basic to the sustenance
of societal power imbalance: the creation of text. While PAR will incorporate the
ownership of writing into its embrace of empowering research practice, the
actual creation of text is not conceptualized as a profoundly political activity that
would constitute an action that can influence social change.
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Critical feminist Dorothy Smith [1990,1999, 2005) explores societal
relations of domination and subjugation. She refers to these as ruling relations.
In her glossary [Institutional Ethnography: A Sociology for People, 2005), she
writes:
The concept of the ruling relations directs attention to the distinctive
translocal forms of social organization and social relations mediated by
texts of all kinds (print, film, television, computer, and so on) that have
emerged and become dominant in the last two hundred years. They are
objectified forms of consciousness and organization, constituted
externally to particular people and places, creating and relying on
textually based realities (p. 227).
As a sociologist, Smith is intrigued by the manner in which social
investigations are tied to the ruling relations, and looks specifically at how text is
created, written and read to sustain those ruling relations. In her work, she
describes how text has come to preside in such an imperial position, both within
the academy and in larger society. She contends that the effect of text is to
objectify the social subject, to de-activate that subject by transferring agency
instead to a social category of organization, and then to remove both the creator
and reader of the text from the world of the subject (who, of course, has now
become an object of investigation). When text objectifies, de-activates and
displaces the subject, the result is an acquisition of knowledge that
centers/centralizes the ruling relations, for it is from the perspective of the
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ruling relations, with those relations' social organization, that the knowledge is
created.
When I conceptualize text as a sustainer of ruling relations, I acknowledge
the political nature of text creation. A very fundamental objective of PAR is to
expose the political nature of social events and relationships; the actions of a
PAR project are designed as resistance to politically motivated social experience
or exclusion. It is possible, then, to incorporate the creation of text into the PAR
project, using the power of text to counter the marginalizing impact of
knowledge production. Instead, text can be created to center marginalized voices
and document lived rather than broadly organized experience. When
acknowledged as a politically charged activity, the co-production of text provides
a potentially transformative experience: one of social change.
This research project introduced a new method of participatory textual
creation and analysis, and in so doing, brought together a number of aspects of
research: 1) inquiry, 2) learning, 3) critical analysis, 4) community building and
5) social change. These five aspects work closely together, so that their
accomplishment can occur simultaneously. They also reflect the guiding
principles of PAR, which aim to develop critical consciousness for both the
researcher and the research participants, to improve the lives of those who are
involved in the research, and to inspire change in social relations (Maguire,
1988).
2. Narrative Research
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The narrative approach to research is in many ways aligned with my
support of a participatory and radical research1. First of all, as a qualitative
method, narrative research validates local knowledge, thereby privileging
marginalized epistemologies. Secondly, by focusing on the telling of stories,
narrative research reclaims the significance of relationship, and forges ties that
can de-fragment lives and histories that have been removed from the center of
social existence. By signifying story, narrative research entails the participation
of the researcher in a research relationship; the story is told and heard. With
narrative, there is the narrator and the audience. In documenting the story, the
researcher extends the audience to those being presented with the research, and
further de-fragments the life and life history of the narrator. As an active
participant in the research relationship, the researcher is unable to remain in the
background; her presence is both obligatory and apparent. Finally, in its
embrace of the personal story, narrative research assumes a temporal and
contextual effect on knowledge, thereby reflecting an appreciation of the socially
constructed character of knowledge. In so doing, narrative research poses a
significant and liberating challenge to modernist conceptions of truth and
knowledge.
However, even as it challenges modernist concepts of truth, narrative
research does not cease to contribute to the scientific project. As a method of
research, narrative methodologies seek to build, expand and enhance a body of
knowledge. The knowledge is focused on social life, and is most often embedded

133

in an academic/scholarly context. Foucault reminds us that knowledge and
power are closely intertwined; in fact, Foucault suggests that the two are so
intricately bound as to become impossible to separate (1971). Foucault's
depiction of power/knowledge goes beyond an acknowledgement that with
knowledge acquisition there is power gained. Foucault is, instead, investigating
the very relations out of which knowledge is created, and the power dynamics
that exist in those relations. He is suggesting that the power relations that apply
and sustain imbalanced privilege throughout larger society intrinsically bind the
character of knowledge, and the means by which it is created. He refers to the
power/knowledge effect as a "regime of truth" (1976): knowledge is created,
and what is created supports a status quo of unequal relations of privilege,
domination and subjugation.
Narrative research is the "study of how human beings experience the
world" (Moen, 2006, p. 82), rather than an exploration of systems and their
organization. However, a consideration of ruling relations is an important
undertaking, when we consider that knowledge creation is bounded by power
relations, and text supports and mediates these power relations. While the
narrative researcher may not seek specifically to gain understanding of the
larger social relations, I suggest that in the practice of research, there needs to be
an acknowledgement that the use of text can sustain the ruling relations that are
characterized by domination and subordination. When I create and utilize text in
ways that support those ruling relations, I become actively supportive of the
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ruling relations, and I become, as a researcher, dominant in the relationship with
those individuals who have provided me with their narratives.
Written text is created throughout the narrative research project. Text is
read, as I investigate an area of interest, and as I become familiar with the
theories about social life and about my particular area of interest. Text is
ascribed to the narratives of the people who are participating in the research
project, as the narratives become transcripts, and, therefore, data (Mischler,
1991]. The text is then ordered, or sequenced, according to themes, plots and the
movement toward resolution (Reissman, 2000). Finally, theory is created and
made available with written text. These various textual steps in the narrative
project can create distance between the reader, writer, and subject. In the way in
which text is created, the research participant can become, rather than a person
and her narrative, an object of investigation. The "who" of the storyteller can be
replaced by the "what" of "ruling relations" scientific exploration and social
ordering. The research participant can lose her agency, and that agency can be
transferred to the noun of her social existence, for example, poverty, middle
class, learning deficit, single parent, immigrant.
Text, and the organizational initiatives of the ruling relations, is used in
such a way as to diminish and make secondary the lived experience. What
Dorothy Smith reminds us in her examination of text as a mediator of ruling
relations is that the actual everyday/everynight life needs to remain at centre
stage. Her methods of institutional ethnography are premised upon the
contention that material, daily life is the beginning, the core and the only place
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on which we can rely to gain an understanding of social life. Social life is
organized and profoundly shaped by the ruling relations, and we must
understand the intricacies and influences of those relations in order to
understand social life. It is only from the centrality of actual
everyday/everynight life experience that such a conscious understanding can be
had, rather than held in an assumptive and unconscious manner, where our
behaviour as researchers is directed by and supportive of the ruling relations.
Researchers John Heron and Peter Reason [2007) also seem to be
impressed by the significance of everyday/everynight experience, which they
refer to as experiential knowledge. They describe four ways of knowing,
beginning with experiential knowledge. They then describe a presentational
knowledge, where the experiential knowledge is performed, so that others are
engaged in the knowledge process. The next dimension is propositional
knowledge, where the researcher accesses the lived and performed knowledge
and connects it to other knowledge in order to expand it and attach it to theory.
Propositional knowledge is an intellectual knowledge. The next dimension is
practical knowledge, where something is done with the knowledge. It is about
knowing how to do something. The experiential and presentational knowledge
are pre-texted locations, where the person living the knowledge is the site of
power. The next way of knowing is a texted location, where the researcher
applies text to the knowledge that has been performed. The researcher becomes
the site of power. The final way of knowing is a texted and post-texted location,
where the researcher remains the site of power, along with whoever else has
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provided or is able to provide the resources to do something with that
knowledge. Without much effort, it seems, the original knower has ceased to
exist.
Herein lies the challenge to me as researcher: the fundamental aspect of
the knowledge process is that knowledge begins with lived experience, which
can so easily shimmer, fade and then disappear, as the ruling relations guide me
through a process whereby the distribution of knowledge (and, therefore, as
Foucault reminds me, the power) shifts away from the lived experience
completely. How can I resist the pull of such a process? Richard Rorty, with his
premise that storytelling is representational of lived knowledge, speaks to this
particular challenge, when he writes: "The task of the intellectual, with respect to
social justice, is not to provide refinements of social theory, but to sensitize us to
the suffering of others, and refine, deepen and expand our ability to identify with
others, to think of others as like ourselves in morally relevant ways" [1991, p.
12). Paolo Freire warns of the immensity of such a task when he writes that such
"realization is a burden" (2005, p. 121). It is a task to which narrative research
principles seem particularly suited, yet challenged, to take on. While narrative
research methodologists such as Reissman (1996, 2000) support Rorty's
premises about the significance of the story with their descriptions of narrative
research as representational, and while the story is made central to knowledge
development, text can still be created in such a way as to subsume that essential
and primary knowledge.
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Why should this be such a daunting challenge? How is it that realization is
such a burden? As a researcher who is committed to social equity, why would it
be difficult for me to sidestep the disenfranchisement that Heron and Reason
(2007) describe in their hierarchical depiction of the process by which
knowledge is acquired in the research process? While they describe the
participatory research process, Heron and Reason's (2007) contention that
knowledge is experienced and then presented is significantly relevant to the
narrative research project.
I found that doing research and using text to resist the ruling relations
while developing/creating/supporting knowledge presented me with a difficult
dilemma. The dilemma that I found myself ensnared in was the desire to do critical
research using tools that have traditionally and effectively sustained socially unjust
relations of power. The dilemma was the sense of opposite: if you do research you
can't do social justice, because of the tools and history of research and science. There
is a binary opposite effect that I found myself entangled in - conducting research
versus social justice.
However, I began to ask questions about the pervasiveness and effect of binary
opposites. Hooks has looked closely at some of the problems related to the creation of
binary opposites when she explores the focus on patriarchal structures that have been
upheld by a number of the feminisms in the West: "the feminist movement in the
West... has led to the assumption of resisting patriarchal dominations as a more
legitimate feminist action than resisting racism and other forms of domination
(1989, p. 19). She continues by asserting that a focus on patriarchy supports a
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"worldview that fits all too neatly within contemporary feminist paradigms that
name man as the enemy and woman as the victim" [1989, p. 20).
While the problems related to binary oppositional thought are being examined
(in the work, for example, of Patti Lather, 1998), it is important to do so thoughtfully
and critically. Relinquishing binary oppositions can also serve the privileged
mainstream experience, and it is within an anti-colonialist critique that a further
tangle in the string of my thoughts is presented:
Generally speaking, such "binaries" [colonizer/colonized) are
anathema to 'mainstream' feminism....Insofar as this dismissal erases their
lived experience, indigenous women view it as a rhetorical device that not
only relativizes difference but also conveniently allows white women to
deny their complicity in the colonialist project"(Grande, 2004, pp. 124125)
Albert Memmi (1965), has explored the experience of binary oppositions
with his description of the "colonizer who refuses". The concept of a "researcher
who refuses" (to accommodate research practices that oppress) finds its analogy
in Memmi's "colonizer who refuses". Such a descriptor is applied to the
individuals who were members of colonizing communities who protested the
consequences of colonization for the colonized. The paradox of such an
experience is that this individual is still, ultimately, a colonizer. Memmi writes:
"The left-wing colonizer refuses to become a part of his group of fellow citizens.
At the same time it is impossible for him to identify his future with that of the
colonized. Politically, who is he?" (1965, p. 41). This paradox becomes most
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evident when there is engagement with colonized lived experience: the ideas of
resistance and justice provide more comfort to the colonizer who refuses
because they do not present her with the complexity and futility of her
principles; it is in the face-to-face encounter that the refuser's identity-less-ness
becomes most apparent (Grande, 2004). Smith describes the oppressive effect of
text as a ruling relations mediator to be displacing the everyday/everynight
experience with ideas and concepts. Grande supports Smith's idea and
elaborates on the comfort that even a refuser can have with the effects of the
ruling relations. The price of resisting the ruling relations is the loss of identity
and of place. Freire refers to a similar state of identity-less-ness when he
describes Erich Fromm's theory of possessive consciousness:
Apart from direct, concrete, material possession of the world and of
people, the oppressor consciousness could not understand itself-could
not even exist. Fromm said of this consciousness that, without such
possession, "It would lose contact with the world. (Freire, 2005, p. 79).
Similarly, the academic/researcher who refuses has to give up text as a
commodity. I conceive of text as a commodity in the academic world, a product
that is built (produced) to demonstrate knowledge (which is intricately bound
up with power), acquire assessments and gain opportunities for promotion from
one level of academia to another. It is with the production of written text that
acclaimed tenure positions are granted, due to the fact that it is through the
production of written text that departments and universities gain their stature
and desirability.
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As a researcher committed to social change, I wish to resist the
oppression and exploitation that maintain the ruling relations. I want to resist
the commodification of text in order to subvert the exploitative potential of any
production reward. I want to avoid the depersonalizing that can occur when
guided by the principles of commodity production. Subsequently, I find myself in
a position similar to the colonizer who refuses. Like the colonizer who refuses, I
support the ideas of equity and anti-oppression. However, with material, lived
experience, I must come to terms with my own active involvement in the ruling
relations, and struggle with the risk of loss. It is not merely a loss of commodity,
privilege or exploitative potential; it is a loss of politics and even identity
(consciousness).
In many ways, such an argument creates the dilemma for the researcher.
Not only am I in the privileged position of knowledge-generator immersed in the
academic system3, but I can also find myself in various positions of privilege as I
consider the idea that privilege is a series of social experiences that create
intersections (Patricia Hill Collins). I am a white, middle-class, able, straight
individual4: my privilege occurs within a multi-faceted intersection. When I
conduct my research with the aim of social change, I will encounter individuals
who have experienced the destructive results of colonization, racism, oppression
and inequity. As I gravely5 consider my own comparable privilege, I can begin to
identify the ways in which the perpetuation of my own privilege entraps
individuals whose lives are rampant with the effects of under-privilege. And, at
times, I am struck by the irony of my research goals. For example, is it not ironic

141

that I can build my own privilege by conducting research about social injustice,
distributive injustice, and under-privilege?
I have considered the work of Sandra Harding (1991, 2004] and Collins
(1990,1994,1998). Harding entices the privileged individual to acknowledge
her privilege in order for it to be useful. She refers to any knowledge that undoes
inequity as useful. While Memmi refers to the colonizer who refuses, Harding
refers to the traitor. Memmi depicts the position of the refuser as futile and
ironic; Harding depicts the traitor as enlightened and useful. She connects her
concept of the traitor to Collins' research with domestic workers in the USA
(1994). In this work, Collins explores the experience of non-white women
working in the homes of white families. She describes a unique perspective,
which she refers to as the outsider-within. As non-white women, the workers
held marginalized positions within American society. However, with their
outsider perspective, they were able to be inside the non-marginalized family
experience and have an awareness of the contradictions and inaccuracies that
the 'insider' enacts unconsciously and, therefore, without question.
Harding is influenced by Hill Collins' work, and would suggest that,
because of this unique outsider-within awareness, the insider, because of her
social location, can still access the outsider perspective, and develop awareness
and an ability to articulate the effects of her own privilege on her own life and
the lives of those occupying less privileged locations. When the knowledge that
becomes available through the outsider-within perspective is utilized,
individuals on the inside can develop a critical awareness that will assist in their
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acknowledgement of the oppressive impact of their own privilege. Harding
refers to these critically aware individuals as having traitorous identities who
occupy traitorous social positions (Harding, 1991, p. 288-296).
Harding observes a significant epistemological difference between how
insiders who are "critically reflective" of their privilege, and insiders who are
oblivious to privilege, understand the world. Traitors do not experience the
world in the same way outsiders-within experience it. However, "outsiderwithin political analyses do inform their politics". (Bailey, 1998, p 30).
In an analysis of Memmi's and Grande's work, and in the analysis of
Harding's and Hill Collins' work, it seems the same question is being addressed:
"Who am I?" One way to ask this question is with an abundant dose of humility,
helplessness and fear: if I were to honestly answer this question, and take
seriously the implications of its answer, I risk losing privilege, and therefore, my
very identity. Who am I, as a person of privilege, desiring the extermination of
oppressive practices? The answer, when it is all over and done with, may be that
I am nothing and nobody, without a politics and without a consciousness.
Another way to answer this question is also with humility and fear, but alongside
the humility and fear is anticipation and curiosity. There is the possibility that
the answer to the question of who I am will bring about a shift in perspective. I
may gain access to an epistemology that my unconsciously held privilege has
made inaccessible.
It is this second set of answers that allows me to continue with my
research endeavours. The answers are not so much answers as guidance about
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how to ask the question, and guidance about what the question must be. The
question, as I conduct research with its goal, regardless of the research project,
of social change, is "Who am I"? This question needs to be addressed in the
research project. The researcher who values anti-oppressive aspirations must
acknowledge her place in the ruling relations, and then must begin to address
the "who I am" that unavoidably results from the irony of a privileged person
challenging the very relations that sustain that privilege. The question is painful
and frightening because with privilege comes an invisible and insidious
commodity consciousness. In the case of research and other academic activity, it
is text that is my commodity; with it, I gain privilege.
So it is that a standpoint feminist analysis of text has brought me to the
question of "Who am I?" It is a question that can be addressed in the practice of
research with transparency, then reflexivity and then critical consciousness.
Indeed, transparency, reflexivity and critical consciousness can be
conceptualized as research methods. It is possible to deepen and substantiate
the movement towards equity and shifting relations as I begin to address the
many layers to the question of who I am.6 Transparency moves the entire
research practice in that direction, and makes it possible to struggle with the
overriding dilemma of colonialism, racism, sexism, and any other form of
oppression. The issue of text creation continues to be relevant because of the
relations of ruling, domination, and oppression that are mediated by text.
Reissman (1993, 2000, 2005) holds the work of transparency in high
regard. In some of her recent work (Reissman & Quinney, 2005), she and her co-
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author gathered all of the self-described narrative research projects that had
been published in social work journals in English-speaking countries, over the
time period of 1990-2005. Their goal was to ascertain how many of these social
work research projects met with narrative standards. One of the measures they
made was the amount of transparency that was exercised in the research work.
Although they do not use the term "transparency" in this article, Riessman and
Quinney preferred the articles which reflected a "reliance on detailed
transcripts; focus on language and contexts of production;...acknowledgement of
the dialogic nature of narrative..." among other features [Riessman & Quinney, p.
399). Such criteria can only be met when the researcher is transparent: when
her transcripts are available in detail; when her place is identified in the
narrative relationship because it is part of the context (including the context of
language), and when her own contributions are acknowledged in the dialogical
narrative. Many of the narrative research projects were rejected because these
standards were not met. Some of the transparency to which Riessman was
referring was related to the ways in which text was created, transcripts were
available, and analyzing methods apparent. The transparency that Riessman
seeks is a significant resistance to the ruling relations. Text that supports ruling
relations has the effect of making invisible any of the individuals who have been
part of the text creation. It is the social issue, the social location, and/or the
social category that becomes the purveyor of action; the individual becomes deactivated and de-contextualized. She is placed obscurely into a neutral
background. The author becomes dis-engaged from her words, the researcher

145

dis-entangled from her suppositions, and the thinker separated from her
thoughts. According to the tradition of the ruling relations, when text is able to
accomplish such a rupture, it is both successful and effective. When text is unable
to create such a divide, the text, the creator of text and any knowledge developed
from the text is held suspect. When Riessman sets the standard of transparency
in the work of the researcher, she claims as significant the actual work of the
researcher, thus allowing the researcher to be instrumental: the do-er, the noun
that is connected to the verb.
Working to become more transparent can be extended to not only the
work of the researcher, but also to the social/personal identity of the researcher.
While text creation can de-activate both researcher and participant, it can also
erase unique existence, favouring the broad categories whose vagueness support
the organizational needs of the ruling relations. In its work of accessing personal
narrative, narrative research strives to place epistemic value on the unique
experience. However, the richness and, in fact, the entire nature of the narrative
is lost when there is no evident ear, no apparent and uniquely listening audience.
When I consider that text can be created, and is, within the academic
system, most traditionally used to support the ruling relations, then
transparency related to social location becomes pertinent, as well. The ruling
relations, and the text creation that supports them, is pervasive enough to
convince us that there are no relationships between social location and
oppression, between privilege and inequity. The strength of the ruling relations
is in their assumptive quality: collectively, we carry and live their prerogatives
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on a day-to-day basis, without questioning their validity and thus, without
developing a critical or quizzical eye. When I am transparent as a researcher and
author of my research projects, I become apparent and unique. I establish myself
as an individual in a relationship, rather than as an oblivious carrier of a set of
relations. I become an individual in a particular social location, and I strive to see
the relationships between myself and others, between my experience and the
experience of others. Riessman and Quinney [2005) draw upon the description
of another researcher when they write "By locating herself as an active presence
in the text, rather than cloaking herself in rationality, distance and dispassionate
analysis, [the researcher] embodies the 'vulnerable observer'[Behar, 1996)"
[Riessman & Quinney, 2005; p 400).
Transparency - naming my place and my work- is how I can begin to
resist the ruling relations, shirking an oblivious complicity. With transparency, I
also show respect for the relationship by placing myself as a visible part of that
relationship. Finally, with transparency, I make room for reflexivity, where the
relationship between researcher and research participant can flower out to
reveal the underlying relationships- most significantly, the relationship between
my own privilege and the oppression of others.
Reflexivity extends the relationship that both participatory and narrative
research seeks to celebrate. With reflexivity, I acknowledge the contextual aspect
of any truth by closely examining the historical and cultural field within which
social and personal experience resides. Gerald de Montigny [2005) describes it
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like looking at the mirror at the self that is looking in the mirror, makes complex
the concept of self-awareness. He writes:
A simple moment of reflection fails to penetrate beyond the visible object.
When in a moment of reflection I may note the transformations of the
image before the mirror, the trouble of interrogating that which troubles
my eye is avoided. Yet in the reflection of self are the phantoms and
shadows of a background that threatens to shift my gaze from the mirror
to the room, the house, the windows and the world outside..^4 reflexive
analysis pushes past the object present in reflection and turns the gaze of
the observer back before the mirror, and after the mirror, to penetrate
beyond appearance to interrogate not only the performance of the self
before the mirror but self and one's knowledge as actively accomplished in
ongoing and embedded forms of life. (2005, pp. 122-123, sic.)

As with any postmodern understanding of awareness, self-knowledge
cannot be undertaken when it is divorced from its context. Reflexivity is a
postmodern epistemic concept, with a focus on knowledge about one's self. Selfreflection expands, due to the power of perspective and context.
Reflexivity can bring me to a place of critical awareness. As a researcher
committed to social change, I experience a strong need to strive for critical
awareness. While narrative research has the goal and capacity to understand
human experience at the local level, it does not seek to ignore the contextual
aspects of a personal narrative. The narrative automatically implies the
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temporal, spatial and social dimensions of individual life [Clandinin, D. Jean&
Connelly, F. Micheal, 2000). Critical awareness is the practice of attending to the
many dimensions of personal life, and incorporates a consideration of the
researcher/research participant field, including the ways in which the ruling
relations work to organize that relationship. With reflexivity, my way of working,
and the detailed text-creation I make available via transparent practice, can
develop into an exploration of how ruling relations are mediated by text.
Hannah Arendt [1958) would argue that critical awareness about the
ruling relations can only be experienced with uniqueness. According to the
analyses of philosophers Rae Terrada [2005) and Adrianna Cavarero [2000),
Arendt claims we are most political when we celebrate unique experience. When
I acknowledge my uniqueness, I become more than the generalizabilities and
broad social categories. As I fully embrace the uniqueness of others and myself, I
am able to distinguish from the larger assumptions about the world. I am also
then in a position to make a judgment about the assumptions that I can now see.
Arendt's philosophy of politics seems to suggest that with a dedication to the
unique experience - to the actual encounter - we gain a more critical and
discerning eye, and, therefore, a political agency.
E. Beginning With Myself
PAR, with the development of critical consciousness as one of its
fundamental objectives, challenges the researcher to centralize the lives of the
research participants in such a way as to alter the traditional boundaries
between researcher and research participants. Researchers, Rutman,
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Hubberstey, Barlow & Brown assert that "PAR starts with people who wish to
research their own lives..." [2005, p. 121). With such an appeal, transparent,
reflexive and critically conscious practice is brought with great clarity into the
field of focus. Although "beginning with myself can reflect PAR prerogatives, the
conscious decision to do so has been accompanied by feelings of great
trepidation. I began to question whether my voice belongs to the work of social
science. It is a voice that has already taken up a fair amount of 'airtime', as it is a
voice with enough privilege to grant it some dominance in the broad field of
social relations. In his recent work about family life and social policy, Gilbert
(2008) refers to the ways in which policy has been shaped by the issues of those
who are privileged enough to speak and be heard:
Politicians, academics, think-tank analysts, journalists, and most others
who think, talk, and write about how to balance work and family life tend
to labor in the groves of the occupational elite, which is one reason why
much of the policy discourse in this realm emphasizes the financial,
emotional, and social benefits of paid work—benefits enjoyed by this
class" (p. 5, 2008).
The question that brings me great discomfort is whether beginning with myself
in the research project is merely a continuation of the tradition that centralizes
my voice of relative privilege, while remaining blind to the marginalization of a
multitude of other voices. Much of the formative stages of this mothersvoice
project were spent in a state of internal 'angst' as I repeatedly considered my
intention to begin a research project with my own life experience.
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The important distinction for me was the fact that I was exploring an
identity process rather than attempting to name a generalized mother identity
or set of maternal concerns. While I, as a mother of young children, was creating
a research project whose participants would be other mothers of young children
with access to a computer and enough literacy to carry on an extended written
English dialogue, I was focusing most precisely on the process of that collective
experience, using motherhood and maternal benefits policy as examples of the
elements which can influence the ongoing event of identity. I was exploring a
theoretical conception of identity that includes the impact of the development of
critical consciousness. Rather than facilitating a dialogue upheld by blindness to
one's privilege and centrality of voice, the mothersvoice conversation was
designed ahead of time to accommodate, to perhaps even facilitate, the
development of a critical consciousness. And, in the case of mothersvoice, this
consciousness incorporates a self-awareness of the participants' relative
privilege. This, as Harding (1991) suggests, is how privilege can become useful
rather than harmful for the objectives of social change and justice. 7
My feelings of trepidation were also related to the vulnerable position I
was placing myself in as a researcher/participant. Traditionally, social research
is conducted on others, and those others are often underprivileged. Such an
observation suggests that there is a relationship between privilege and privacy:
with privilege comes privacy. My own vulnerability in this project means that I
cannot scramble up to a place of safety: I am an evident and apparent part of the
research, disclosing aspects of myself in order to participate in the discussion
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and also in order to provide a model to the other participants about the kind of
information that could be woven into the research conversation. I disclosed
some of the loss and relationship difficulties of my personal life history, and
worked hard to trust that such exposure would be treated with respect and
honour by the other participants: I felt some dependence on the participants to
respond to my disclosures in a non-harming manner. Furthermore, by bringing
these disclosures in as research data, I exposed my deeply personal experience
to my academic committee members, and worried that I could lose both
scholarly and collegial 'face'. While research ethics structure research
environments so that they are safely bounded for the research participants, my
own transparency could have been questioned for its manner of traversing so
closely to the boundaries of a research relationship. As if it were a dingy, I clung
to the fact that my research proposal, in which I had named my research as
participatory and the participants as co-researchers, had been approved by the
university's research ethics board.
Another aspect of the transparency that created an uncomfortable selfconsciousness for me was the possibility that with such exposure, my mistakes
would be revealed to the research participants and committee members.
Cyberspace was a new territory for me, and blogging was an unfamiliar activity.
As I visited numerous blogs, I was fascinated by an alternative culture that could
accommodate the many aspects of social life that were absent, such as the visual
cues that supplement the ways in which people can express themselves to
others. Concepts such as anonymity gained cyberspace-specific meaning of
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which I had an inadequate understanding. My inadequate understanding
increased the likelihood of making mistakes, which, indeed, I did. As
researcher/participant, these mistakes were made obvious. On one occasion, I
sent out my usual grouped email to the participants to notify everyone that the
next stage of mothersvoice would be opening up. As with the previous emails, I
did not hide the recipients' email addresses. Within a day, I received a response
from one of the participants, informing me that I had removed anonymity from
the project by not hiding those addresses. The anonymity that I had committed
to with the participants had been related to the identifying information that
would be withheld from those outside of the research project: those who would
be reading about mothersvoice, for example. The anonymity that the participant
blogger lost was related to cyberspace anonymity, a more total concept where
even photographic images might not be true; there is no way to know for sure.
Gurak and Antonijevic [2008) discuss the unique character of cyberspace
existence: the ability to create an identity with no way of ascertaining its
authenticity. Such an element of cyberspace is evidenced by the popularity of
blogs that have been authored by people who are clearly not the people they say
they are, and youtubes which claim a visual identity that is exposed to be a fake.
The unique manner in which anonymity can be exercised in cyberspace becomes
a fundamental aspect of cyber-existence (Gurak & Antonijevic, 2008). I had
removed this element from our blog by leaving visible the email addresses of
mothersvoice participants. My response was to attempt to remain transparent
and send an email (now with hidden addresses) to the entire group of
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participants, referring to the concerns of one of the participants and extending
an apology to the group.
The cultural learning that I had to do was also apparent to the participants.
I struggled to communicate well without the visual and audio cues that can occur
in face-to-face encounters. While humour is a resource I often utilize in my real
life (RL) interactions, I was hesitant to rely upon humour without the assistance
of visual and audio information, such as a facial expressions or tone of voice. I
attempted to use texted symbols such as exclamation marks, commas, and a
train of periods to articulate an emotion, and struggled to find the voice that I
was comfortable using in my self-presentation. I would speculate that the other
participants could note the changes in my communication style as I gained a
level of comfort.
The difficulties I had with finding a means of self-representation were
connected with the complexity of my role in the project, as well as with the
unfamiliar culture in which I was claiming a presence. I was a researcher, a
PhD student, a cohort mother and research participant. While I could facilitate
the discussion, I was also contributing to that conversation and hoping to
minimize the power imbalance that can exist in the relationship between
academic researcher and research participant. As a co-researcher and
blogging mother, I wanted a conversation that would have an appealing flow.
Also, as dissertation student and research administrator, I had a 'map' that I
was using to guide the project. I relied upon my research journal to process
some of the difficulties related to the complexity of my role. It was helpful for
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me to write about certain complications and to develop an understanding
about the overall responsibility I had toward the research project as a whole.
The clarification that I needed about my role seemed to arrive as I challenged
myself to take responsibility for the conversation, rather than ownership of
mothersvoice. In one entry of my research log, I wrote:
So, another word - 'co-researcher'. How has that added to the
complexity? Can I describe the mums' participation as co-researching
while at the same time assuming some form of leadership to guide the
conversation in the way I would like? I guess I need to focus on my
responsibility to keep mothersvoice operating smoothly and efficiently as
an instrument or research 'station'. [July 1, 2008)
However, gaining a clear understanding of a research role as both researcher
and participant whose objective was to create egalitarian research relationships
has been an ongoing process. Critical theorist, Thomas McCarthy, challenges me
to been to continue this process, with his words about the development of
political theory:
The search for a genuinely inclusive theory of justice is a never-ending,
constantly reviewed effort to re-think supposedly universal basic norms
and reshape their practical and institutional embodiments to include,
what, in their limited historical forms, they unjustly exclude" (McCarthy,
2004:163)
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F. Summary
The consistent presence of process in this project is supplemented by a
loyalty to the interactive component of each of the processes. Additionally/an
objective of each process is the development of critical consciousness, in the
name of social justice. The interrogation of the research relationship has been an
ongoing process. The platform of the research is a blog, a process of
communication and, arguably, a process of identity. While the PAR practice of
research is particularly focused on the process of the research relationship,
narrative research is founded upon the premise that knowledge, experience and
meaning are an ongoing process. Finally, the theoretical explorations about
identity upon which this research rests articulate a process as identity. The
design of this research as a praxis has intentionally incorporated a research
platform, research methodologies and relationships, and a researcher role that
reflects or unfurls out of a theory of identity that is inspired by principles of
engagement rather than separation. Therefore, identity is a process that includes
the subjective experience, the experience of other, and the collective experience.
With a theory of identity as its point of exploration, this research praxis
conceives of blogs as political action that is both personal and collective. It
combines PAR and Narrative Research methods in order to extend each
approach's utilization of and collaborative efforts with text. Embracing a basic
PAR principle, the project begins with the person who wants to research her
own life, and places that objective in the context of pluralistic subjectivities in
order to examine the development of critical awareness. The mothersvoice
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project has been a praxis that contains the elements of self-reflection, collective
reflection, encounter, fluidity, critical consciousness, and the ongoing exchange
of responses to subjective experience.

1

Blogs are public in that they are placed into cyberspace, accessible to all

internet users globally. Blogs remain in cyberspace indefinitely, unless the
owner of the blog expressly removes the it.

2

By 'radical practice', I refer to research that is aimed at the transformation of

society and relationships.

3

Pierre Bourdieu has analyzed in great depth the academic institution; his

conclusions are parallel to Foucault's "regime of truth". Bourdieu argues that the
knowledge that is generated within the academic institution is held steadily in
the gaze of the State, whose goal is to maintain the ruling relations. Any
knowledge created that fails to support the ruling relations is misappropriated.
He describes the ways in which the ruling relations are perpetuated through
nomination, symbolic capital, ordination and consecration. With its rules and
strict supervision, the academic space creates a submissive response from many
of its inhabitants. It also creates lines of division, social borders, which help to
perpetuate the system with competition and, thereby, investment in the overriding ruling relations.

157

4

I do not believe it is enough to stop here in a disclosed consideration of personal

social experience. The consideration needs to be continually expanded so that
the links between social experience, oppression, history, and ideology can be
revealed.

5

1 use the word "gravely" because, as Paulo Freire has warned us, "realization is

a burden")

6

It is important for me to privilege a question, rather than to attempt to know

the answer. Amy Rossiter, in her description of educating and practicing critical
social work, suggests that the questions that we ask that reveal our own role in
the ruling relations are very important. She writes, "Perhaps our freedom [from
governmentality] in social work consists in the struggle to notice trespass in
order to evaluate its consequences, think about minimizing risks, or reconsider
our participation in the act - rather than believing there is a knowledge that is
innocent of trespass. "(2001, website page of article)

8

I am also aware of the fact that I lost numerous social privileges when I became

a mother. The losses were substantial for me, due to the fact that I had the unarticulated sense that they had occurred by virtue of my identity as a woman.
Most importantly, the losses were intricately bound up with an identity of
mother and an identity of woman that I did not feel fully aligned to or fully at
home with.
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Chapter 4
Analysis of the Introductions - The Creation and Immersion of Self-Maps

Time has no loose ends, only existential interweave.
-"Painting: The Voice of the Grain", Brian Massumi
"The story of the unique being is obviously never the monotonous and
monolithic story of an idem, but is always the unpredictable and multi-vocal
story of an ipse"
-Relating Narratives, Adrianna Cavarero, 2000:43

In the first stage of mothersvoice, the participants introduced themselves.
This section will examine the ways in which the women introduced themselves
to one another, exploring most specifically the locating and mapping work that
was done. I suggest that the women used time, geography and personal
characteristics in order to create a "self-map", each aspect becoming a locating
device. These "self-maps" were then immersed in an inter-subjective field, as the
women conveyed a recognition of others in their use of salutations, humour, and
anticipatory statements.
A. 'Self-Maps' in Mothersvoice
The mothers who participated in the mothersvoice project utilized the
introductory stage of the blog to locate themselves. The format of the
introductions may have been influenced by my own initiatory introduction,
which included information about my social location, number of children,
marriage and employment status, as well as interests/hobbies. As the sampling
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was purposive, I endeavoured to recruit as many diverse mother experiences as
possible, with a particular focus on geographical diversity within Canada. As
mentioned earlier, Quebec was excluded from these selection initiatives, because
the province provides a distinct maternity benefits policy. Additionally, the
selection was parametered by the age of the mothers' children: the children
needed to be 10 years old or younger, in order to guarantee the pertinence of a
policy which began in 2000.
The women brought a number of Canadian geographical experiences with
them to mothersvoice. From the eastern region of Canada, there were six
mothers. From the Canadian prairies, there was one woman, and from the
Canadian territories, there were two women. Four women lived in one of the
Western provinces. Fifteen Ontario residents participated. Additionally, for these
15 women, there was geographic diversity with regards to urban, rural, isolated
and small town communities.
The women who participated in the mothersvoice project presented a
strong reflection of the constructed identity of mother that is characterized by
White culture, biological parenthood, middle class socioeconomic location, and
heterosexual marital status. With regards to the public/private dichotomy that is
a large part of the motherhood discourse, as a group there was a variance that
could itself be explored in a research that would examine the way in which an
oppositional dichotomy is lived. Just under half (42%) of the participants were
employed fulltime by an employer, outside of their homes. 35% of the
participants were Stay At Home Mothers (SAHM). 20 % of the participants had
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made professional choices that would accommodate a relationship between
worker and mother that was not oppositional: they were fulltime self-employed
from their homes, part-time employed or studying fulltime.
Almost half the participants were either themselves bloggers, or visited
and participated in mother blogs. Blogging about mothering is itself an intriguing
activity. On the one hand, it signifies a devotion to family, in that it constitutes
yet another activity that is child- and family-focused. The blogs are daily journals
of the experiences of home and child care, often supplemented with
photographic images of children, children's craft handiwork, or home-based
projects such as the renovation of a kitchen.
On the other hand, blogging can constitute a creative transcendence of
the public/private divide. Motherblogging documents the minutia of daily life
experience in the private realm of home and family. It then takes this and brings
it into a public space, made distinctly public in its global accessibility on the
internet and its longevity. While a blogger can assume that only mothers will
read and participate in her blog, there are no restrictions and any visitor is
possible. Private life becomes exposed to a public experience that has such great
anonymity that an intimacy is lost. Intimacy is lost in that there is no way to
know for certain that who a blogger or log visitor claims to be is precisely who
she says she is. Motherblogging is private life gone public. While the devotion to
family is enacted with a motherblog, the public/private dichotomy is challenged
and displaced so that private life becomes a public event, and mothers express
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their pride, struggle and particular experience to a public of unknown size and
constellation.
The women who participated in mothersvoice are in the position of
matching an ideology in significant ways, and are at the same time being
subversive to it. The matching comes because of social privilege, which is often
held unconsciously. The subversion was active and perhaps not fully conscious
as a challenge to the public vs. private discourse.
My speculation that there is not a full consciousness is premised on the
fact that the women bloggers and blog visitors did not describe their blogging as
a form of challenge. Nor did they apply a vigorous gender analysis to the
explorations that occurred during the project's ongoing conversation, where the
lived experience of constructed identity and motherhood ideology was explored.
In their introductions, the women provided some demographic
information about themselves. Two of the women were single, three were living
common-law with their partners, and 22 women were married. Two of the
women identified themselves as bisexual, while 25 identified themselves as
straight.
Just over half of the participants (16) were the mothers of one child.
Three of these women were expecting their second child. Nine of the women had
two children. Two mothers had three children, and another mother had five
children. Three of the women were adoptive mothers, twenty-five women were
biological mothers, and one woman was a stepmother as well as a biological
mother. One mother used reproductive assistance to have her baby. One mother
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experienced the death of an infant. Two women experienced a medical crisis
during their pregnancies and labours.
The participants ranged in ages 26 to 50 years old. The average age was
35.5 years old. Twelve of the women worked full time, 10 of the women were
'stay-at-home moms', two women were self-employed, three women worked
part time, and one woman was a student. Nineteen of the women were
university educated.
All 28 women were white. Three of the women had permanent resident
status, while 25 were Canadian citizens. One woman identified her family as
being working class, the other 27 were middle class.
Three of the participants had experienced post-partum depression.
Thirteen of the participants were the authors of motherblogs. There was an
overlap; the mothers with post-partum depression also maintained blogs.
We can begin to think about this demographic information as some of the
components of a map that was created by each woman. Such a map was drawn in
the exercise of introducing herself. The manner in which time was addressed, or
treated, did not adhere to a straightforward timeline, where the past contributes
to the present that precedes it. As I examined the ways in which the current
situation was addressed in the introductions of mothersvoice participants, with
history and future pulled in as an unpredictable pattern to support the current
experience, I began to conceptualize a 'mapping out' that each woman was
practicing in her introduction, using time just as they used their geographic
locations and personal characteristics to mark out the terrain of their self-maps.
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To begin with, and following my example, the women provided
information about their social locations. This was, perhaps, an imposed mapping
exercise: one woman wrote "Funny, I can't say I have ever introduced myself like
that before." Two women portrayed a self consciousness as the social locations
repeated themselves time and again: "I'm white, het, married, middle-class with
no physical disabilities (is there an echo in here?)", and: "Sorry, make way for
ANOTHER white girl!" All of the women then continued with their introductions,
adding a particularity to the terrain that, when only considering social location,
was beginning to portray a group homogeneity. In my consideration of these
introductions as a 'locating' or 'mapping' exercise, I have become curious about
what information was provided to serve the function of locating, a locating that
establishes both uniqueness and relatedness.
B. Elements of the'self-maps'
1. Geographic Location
What are the elements that become part of the self-map? Absolon and
Willett (2005) have explored the locating of self that can occur by the social
researcher in his/her work. They apply their considerations to Aboriginal
research, but clarify that this locating is not limited to Aboriginal research, nor is
it limited to research practice. Rather, it is something that often occurs and can
be appropriately (and even necessarily) applied to practices such as research.
Locating is an exercise of self-identity, and the map that gets drawn is made up
of many elements. They write: ""location is more than simply saying you are of
Cree or Anishinabe or British ancestry; from Toronto or Alberta or Canada;
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location is about relationships to land, language, spiritual, cosmological, political,
economical, environmental, and social elements of one's life" (ibid. pg. 98, 2005).
Many of the women [17) provided information about where they lived
currently, and often tied that information to some historical or emotional
experience. For example, one woman wrote: "I grew up in eastern (province),
just south of (large urban center), and moved around the province a fair bit, at
one point ending up on the shores of (lake), which is freaking cold but
immensely lovely. We were living in (another urban centre) before my employer
moved to (another province), where I live now. I don't like it here very much, at
least not this city, but that's an entirely different subject altogether".1 This
woman uses her geographic history to begin to map out a form, so that her
audience can begin to speculate about what this woman appreciates about her
environment and how her job plays an important role in her life.
Another woman shared her geographic location, and included some sense
of her politics: "I live in a small university town, (name of town) it is sorta an
alternative Nirvana here in the (region). Fair Trade town and all that". Another
woman demonstrated how strongly connected geography and personal
recreation/hobbies are for her: "We just moved out of the Arctic to (one of the
territories). We have lived North of 60 now for the last (#) years and I grew up in
(north-west Canada)....I love the outdoors and am an avid hunter and angler. I
live for my atv and camper". This is also a statement about how history, in this
case a record of geographic movement, is used to provide more information
about the present experience. Yet another woman did not name her geographic
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residence, but described living in "a sweet little village", thereby providing
information about a particular lifestyle (a small village rather than large urban
center or remote rural setting), as well as her enjoyment of this type of
geographic setting. None of these geographic disclosures stand by themselves:
they are connected to a woman's history, activities, aesthetic and lifestyle. Their
presence in the introductions serves to create a form, and to reveal that
subjective form to the other women who were part of this conversation.
2. Personal Characteristics
Some of the women (14) also disclosed some personal characteristics in
their introductions. For the purposes of this discussion, I conceptualize
characteristics as those subjective traits that describe the ways in which the
women preside in their relationships, share social space, and develop interests. I
would also describe characteristics as the subjectivities that account for the
reasons that these women chose, pursued and engaged in various activities.
These characteristics became part of the 'map' form that each woman was
sharing with the other women in mothersvoice.
One woman wrote "I'm a shy person who keeps her mouth shut in
public...". With such a disclosure, she was able to reveal to the group how her
real life presence could be experienced. Another woman wrote about herself:
"I'm an introvert who needs her alone time", and provided some information
about herself that had less to do with her social presence as it did some possible
relational needs she might have. Another woman made several statements about
her personal characteristics: "I'm very monogamous...", "I refuse to let any other
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woman think she's alone with having that happen. I'm a bit nutty about that in
fact....", and "I'm very passionate about customer service....". Such statements
begin to shape out the possible ways in which this woman devotes herself to her
relationships; she gives shape to the details of her self-map with such
disclosures. Another woman informed the group: "I abuse grammar liberally",
and while not a personal characteristic, it enhanced the details of her "map" by
providing us with some information about her real life presence and what might
occur if we were to share that presence with her. Other women's disclosures: "I
have a tendency to book myself so full...", "I am a very outgoing person, some
would say Type A extrovert", "I don't make friends easily, and in my early
adulthood had very few girlfriends. I prefer to have deep, close friendships with
just a couple of people rather than more casual connections with more people",
and "I'm a little Big C-Corny" are all statements that deepen the informative
quality of each 'self-map' so that the receivers of the introduction can gain a
greater understanding of what is particular about each woman and, importantly,
what can occur in a relationship with that person. As her audience, we were
provided with some clues about what the inter-subjective experience could be.
3. History and Future
The ways in which the women in mothersvoice used their histories and
their futures in their introductions often had the effect of clarifying and
(in)forming their current experience. As mentioned earlier, there was no
consistent pattern in the ways in which the historical and futuristic experience
was drawn into the 'map'. However, the choices the women made about utilizing
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their histories and futures consistently connected either tense to the current
experience. For example, one woman included some of her history to provide a
magnified view of the enjoyment of her mothering experience: "I'm very
fortunate to have put my years on the career track before my daughter came
home, so now I can 'coast' a bit...and enjoy life through the eyes of an 8-year-old.
We bike, swim, shop, travel, play tennis and just generally have a blast! I may
have had more energy had I had children younger, but I don't think I would have
had as much fun". In this woman's self-map, she used her history to clarify her
location as a middle-aged parent.
Another woman used her history to provide her audience with a deeper
understanding of the satisfaction she experienced with her current situation:
"We live in northern (province) in a small town with a resource-based economy.
But prior to answering the siren-song of cheap housing, high wages and low
stress, we lived in the big city. This lifestyle is not for everyone. It is certainly not
what I expected when I was at university earning a degree in Anthropology and
English—this may explain my earlier statements about not being in the paid
workforce". This woman used history in her 'map' to provide a context to her
experience, describing how it was that she had the option (and financial
security) of being a SAHM and home schooling her two children rather than
pursuing a workforce career. She then continued with her 'mapping' exercise to
describe some of the activities that she was involved in and took pleasure in. She
had used history to (in)form one aspect of her 'map', and then continued the
'self-mapping' in a way that was non-linear and self-revelatory. History was used
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to firmly locate her current place of geography, lifestyle and mothering choices,
rather than to adhere her story to a time line.
Several women used their histories to provide context to their current
experience of financial privilege. One woman wrote: "I am white, now privileged
after slogging along the poverty line forever..." Another woman added to her
social positioning: "...although I grew up poor after my farmer dad died leaving
my mom with 6 kids and no marketable skills". Another woman also referred to
her childhood history while describing her current social position: "I grew up as
an only child, just with my mother, in a single-parent family living well below the
poverty line, though always with books and food readily available, if carefully
budgeted and saved for". These three descriptions indicate the ways in which the
current experience can be supplemented by (rather than simply preceded by)
history.
History was also described as having a sizeable, though not articulated,
impact on the whole of the mothering experience. One woman wrote about
historical trauma: "What I keep tucked away - and has definitely affected my
identity as a mother -- is a history of childhood sexual abuse, a very messy
custody case I went through as a child, and 15 years in an abusive relationship
with the father of my 3 older kids". Another woman connected her current
subjective experience with history twice in her. introduction. She very clearly
makes a connection: "My mother died of breast cancer when I was 11. This
figures predominantly in my own myths" in the middle of her introductory
"map", and alludes to another connection to history with her opening lines: "My
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name is [real name). As an adoptee, I was born with one name, and now have
this one. It's an amusing duality..." History has been used to substantiate the
current experience, not to create a cause and effect relationship that is driven by
the passage of time.
One mother used her history to describe her current sense of belonging.
While history explained the extent of her loss, her 'mapping' work was an
allusion to a connection between the experience of belonging, the issue of
identity, and voice: "Careerwise, the wheels fell off the bus in (year) when I
suffered from a bad depressive episode and my employer demoted me. The
depression was a result of both work stress and dealing with infertility, so, after
dealing with the fallout with my employer, my husband and I made a choice to
pursue adoption and I would be a stay at home Mom. I find myself trying to find
my voice these days. I feel like I have lost my identity the last few years, but as
my son gets older and we are more involved in the community that there is a
place for me". She continues with a reference to the future: "I foresee more
volunteer opportunities involving children in the future" and then returns to the
current situation by describing some activities that she derives great pleasure
from doing. This 'map-maker' has used her history to add a layer to the
understanding of the current experience, then uses a futuristic anticipation to
elaborate the current experience of belonging even further, and then, again,
returns to the current, enunciating another locating element (personal interests)
in the'self map'.
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Another woman contributed, almost simultaneously, both her history and
her future to further articulate some of her current experience of motherhood.
She wrote: "My daughter will have an entirely different upbringing from mine,
from family situation to financial situation, from opportunities to support, from
love to location. How will I relate to her as she grows? How will I know what best
to provide when it differs so dramatically from my experience? How can I parent
effectively with love and discipline without a point of reference?"

B. Self-Maps Immersed in an Inter-Subjective Field
The women in mothersvoice used the introductory phase of the project to
begin to locate themselves, mapping out a space that could be identifiable as a
subjectivity, particularly with regards to social standing, geography, personal
characteristics and interests, as well as historical and futuristic considerations.
However, many of these 'maps' also indicated an awareness of the fact that they
existed in the midst of a larger conversation. The particular 'maps' were
immersed in a larger inter-subjective event, what Ettinger (2000) might refer to
as a pluralistic borderspace.
1. Salutations
A name can be considered to be a most primary way of locating oneself, a
place where the 'mapping' exercise can begin. The 'mapping out' that occurred in
mothersvoice often began with a name disclosure. "I am...." or "my name is....",
initiated, perhaps, by the way in which I began my own introduction. While I
requested a pseudonym (see Appendix for a list of participant pseudonyms)
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from each woman as they registered to participate in mothersvoice, in the
introductions only two women chose to use their pseudonyms rather than their
actual names. As stated earlier, most of the name disclosures happened at the
beginning of the introduction. However, some women provided their names
towards the end of their introductions.
While most of the name disclosures occurred at the beginning of the
introductions, many women preceded their own names with a salutation, mostly
to the group, and occasionally (three times) to me. Two women began with an
apology for the length of time that had passed before posting their introductions:
these apologies, too, acknowledged an audience, a receiver of the apology,
someone who is capable of providing the reciprocal 'part 2' of the apology event:
forgiveness. Another woman began with a question: "What to say about me?"
which immediately recognizes, and perhaps even activates, the questioner/answer-er relationship.
What is significant about all of these opening salutations is that they
served as an acknowledgement of an other: they were statements about the
person/s for whom the introduction was intended. One woman very specifically
identified the group she was greeting: "Hello, mammas!" When such a discursive
event occurs, we become aware of how these introductory 'self-maps' do not
stand alone, as each map is at once a locating of oneself and an immersion in the
conversation as an inter-subjective event. It is an exercise of reciprocity, and
which, once established, was followed by many of the women beginning to 'map'
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themselves out, starting most often with that most primary form of identity:
their names.
2. Humour
The use of humour was another method by which the introductory 'maps'
were placed into an inter-subjective encounter. Humour has been studied as a
relational process (Cooper, 2008) that is highly context-bound, so that it can
serve to magnify the connection between the people sharing that context, when
there is a connection to support ('t Hart, 2007). Bahktin's (1984) exploration of
the function of humour as a connecting force has concentrated on the manner in
which humour can bring mutuality to relationships. He has used the example of
the festivals and carnivals of Medieval times to exemplify the ways in which
popular culture is shaped by humour, 't Hart (2007) contends that the unifying
function of humour is an important study that should be included in the
development of an understanding of social protests. She describes the ways in
which humour is used to construct collective experience, and is, therefore, a
powerful component in social protest activities.
Humour was used in the introductory 'maps' that the women in
mothersvoice presented to one another. The humour-inspired connections
seemed to occur at different levels: there were 'insider jokes' that established the
connections between specific women, there were jokes that seemed to connect
the mothersvoice group, and there were jokes that seemed to be establishing that
this group was made up of women.
One woman used humour to establish her relationship with another
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mothersvoice participant. She concluded her 'map' with a list of some of the
elements of her life that she loves, and ended the list with:
"oh, and (real name of another participant's) blog".
This humourous ending was responded to quickly by the
blogger she had mentioned:
"And I love YOUR blog! Even though you are now pre-approving
comments! I call censorship. CENSORSHIP! And you a learned
individual! For shame".
A third blogger and mothersvoice participant contributed to this
humourous exchange with her own:
"and...you're a librarian. Never forget to say that...(Mad - a
shortened version of her blogger identification, not her
mothersvoice pseudonym)".
This exchange verified a connection between these three women, and the
familiarity of the chastising nature of the humour established this particular
grouping.
A similar grouping was established in another humourous exchange:
"He, he. Hey Bes, looks as if you thought you could get away
with a pseudo too. Ho Hum...".
Bes responded with affection and humour:
"dear Ruth, Outed! C'mon, if I were trying to fly secret I would
have at least made myself more glamourous".
Yet another response involved humour that was relevant only to the two
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women involved in the exchange, establishing their connection to one another:
"Now don't go badmouthing the mommyblogger ghetto," responds
AlphaDogMa, "or I'll put a hit out on you, Sage. We mommybloggers are
stealthy. You won't hear us or see us coming. Mind you after the fact, we'll all
write a blog post about our personal perspective on your takedown vis-a-vis
our place as middle class white women, but still in the moment it will be
sheer terror. Yours in friendship, (AlphaDogMa)".
This humourous response connected AlphaDogMa to the woman she was
responding to, and also very clearly established another grouping, that of
mommybloggers.
This same woman began her introduction with a humourous story that
activated an interchange between several mothersvoice participants:
AlphaDogMa: "Well, this is either a truly legitimate research
project or - as my husband predicted - a very elaborate attempt
at identity theft...."
Amsiebee: "HAHA. My husband said that too! I had to assure
him that Trish had not asked for my birthday, or my mother's
maiden name or the SECRET last three digits on my credit card.
Men!"
Trish: "Maybe your husband has figured it out - there has been
an identity theft, and we are going to be sleuths to figure out if,
how and when this happened!!!"
AlphaDogMa: "When my husband presented that theory I said,

'But another blogger—Crazy Mumma—knows the researcher!'
and then I realized that I don't actually know Crazy Mumma
either so maybe she isn't the best character reference out
there...."
Ruth: "Fear not. I've met Crazy Mumma. She drove my entire
family around Toronto once. I can vouch for her. Promise".
This multiple exchange centered on one humourous event, and involved 4
of the mothersvoice participants. It functioned as a connection builder for the
women who were sharing the mothersvoice conversation. It also included some
humour that acknowledged an even larger group membership: that of women.
Such humour occurred when Amsiebee concluded her entry with: "Men!"
Other humourous comments fortified this 'women's group' membership:
"He is a very good Dad, despite being daft as a brush", "married; sometimes
happily other times not so happily;)" and, finally:" My philosophy of
motherhood can be summarized as follows: If you were a woman before you
were a mother then you know quite a lot about doing the job already".
At other times, humour was reciprocated with humour, making a
connection without establishing a particular grouping. For example, one woman
shared a joke from her personal life as a response to an earlier humourous
disclosure. However, the personal story was relevant to all of the participants in
mothersvoice:
"Need A Shower. Hi there. My subject heading is the truth and I
heavily debated whether I should introduce myself now or have
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the shower that I've been needing to have for 3 days!"
"Talk To The Armpit. ...I liked the comment about showering.
There is a phrase around my house and it goes like this...e.g.
Father: I wish I could start swimming three times a week again.
Mother: I wish I could shower three times a week. You'll swim
when I shave all over. Talk to the armpit, brother!"
A third woman then referred to this humour in her next entry's
heading: "In The Armpit".
Another interchange was activated by the humour that one woman found
in the final statement of another woman's introductory 'map':
Bes: "....beyond that...um...I like cake?"
KSandra: "T like cake'. HA HA HA!! Ever played the PC Game
'Portal'? (Now let's see if anyone picks up "that* in-joke)".
The humour that was relevant to the mothersvoice group as a whole was
occasionally self-derogatory. A full exploration of this self-derogation is beyond
the scope of this current study, but the nature of the humour is noteworthy,
nonetheless. I speculate that the self-deprecation that accompanied the use of
humour played some role in the function of the humour to forge a connection
between these women. Perhaps it was a manner of overtly putting aside one's
defenses, a way to convey a message of openness and a willingness to expose
oneself. One woman included her recent experience of losing a political election
in her introduction. She wrote: "I...was roundly defeated....But I'm not bitter. OK,
maybe I'm a little bitter.=)"
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Another woman writes about her age: "...for the next 10 days I'm a 34 year
old married woman of two. In eleven days time I'll be a 35 year old married
woman of two. ARRRRRRGH! Not that I've issues with growing old. No. No. None.
None. Well, just a few."
Another woman ended her introduction by writing: "Blather, blather:
nothing but a bag of hot air here, as usual, I'll shut up now".
I would suggest that the humour that was used in the introductions of the
mothersvoice conversation can be conceptualized as an inter-subjective gesture.
Its function was to establish the connection that existed within groups. These
groups shared some form of collectivity and therefore provided the entire
conversation with an inter-subjective field that was acknowledged whenever
humour was used (and responded to) by one of the participants.

3. Statements of Anticipation
Many of the women (17) concluded their introductions with anticipatory
statements about the conversation that was beginning in mothersvoice. Two
other women included anticipatory statements midway through their
introductions. The anticipatory statements were expressions of hope and
eagerness about the possibilities that the mothersvoice project seemed to hold
for them. For example, the women made comments such as "Looking forward to
participating with you all", "I am really looking forward to this", and "I can't wait
to talk and share with all of you". Often, the women were able to briefly describe
what they were looking forward to: sharing experiences and knowledge,
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participating with the others, meeting other mothers, and experiencing how the
discussion will develop with so many contributions. One woman was specific
about what opportunity this particular conversation would provide for her: "As
an adoptive and self-employed mother, Canadian policy has had a big affect on
my parenting to this point, so I'm eager to talk about that with other mothers".
Another woman was looking forward to a new experience, and concerned about
how valuable her own contributions could be: "I've never been part of a blog
before so in many ways I'm looking forward to it, but I have a bit of trepidation
because by the time I sit at my computer it is often after a very long day with an
extremely energetic little man...so the long and short. I'm tired! I'm sure I will
learn that I'm not the only one." It seems that the possibility that her experience
may be shared was important for this woman. Another woman also was aware of
the relating that was happening in the conversation: "I am in awe of all these
women gathered here. You are all inspiring. It's incredible how much I have
found in common with so many of you, from books and movies, to infertility, to
dealing with family with bipolar disorder. I really am looking forward to the
discussions". While she expressed pleasure at finding some commonalities, she
also described a sense of awe and excitement at the other women she was
meeting within the mothersvoice conversation. This particular entry stood on its
own, not part of her previously supplied introduction.
Another woman indicated an awareness that participation in this
conversation promised some personal growth: "I'm also curious to see where
this study goes and what I might learn from it. Ya, I'm pretty selfish, always in it
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to grow. ...I find all these women assembled to be terribly awe-inspiring!" One of
the women did not make a clear statement about what she hoped to contribute
or gain from the mothersvoice conversation, but indicated that this was an
experience she was giving value to by making room for it in her life: "We [her
and her partner) are both incredibly busy working day jobs and pursuing dream
jobs and raising our daughter and trying to find some time to walk the dog and
I'm about to start my volunteer position at the local women's (organization)
doing childbirth education, so we just keep getting busier. I'm looking forward to
this, though....",
When the anticipation and eagerness become an aspect of a personal
introduction, there is an acknowledgement of the fact that a conversation with
others is going to unfold. The mothersvoice project had been introduced as a
conversation that would focus on the issues of motherhood and identity. A
conversation is a place of shared expression - it is an interactive event that holds
more than one voice. It is a process of inter-subjectivity. The specifics of this
conversation are unknown, the direction of the discussion and the contributions
each woman will be making cannot be predicted. By expressing eagerness,
anticipation and hope for what is as yet unknown suggests to me that the women
were aware of the potential of the conversation.
Erving Goffman (1981) studied the social practice of conversation at
great length. He contended that conversation is a collaborative activity that is
characterized by assorted forms of turn-taking designs. With conversation, the
participants follow various patterns of turn-taking, supplying one another with
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cues about the design they will be dedicating their interactive efforts to. In their
study of acquired neurological damage, Blocke and Bleek (2008) used Goffman's
theory (1981) about conversation to support their argument that the
communication impairments of dysarthia and aphasia that are the result of
neurological damage can be explored and assessed using Conversation Analysis.
They suggest that a conversation is an accomplishment; the achievement is coconstructed talk. As such, much can be revealed in its exploration; more so than
when the study of the communication impairment is limited to an examination of
one person's speech patterns.
Also influenced by Goffman's work, Zali Guretvitch (1995) has written
about the conversation as a way of participation. She describes how we pass
through a door to enter into conversation, and that to be in conversation
requires that we are willing to present ourselves to the others who are
participating with us in the conversation. She writes:
"Conversation works through a kind of rite of passage into trance,
that is, a state of losing oneself in participation. The trance relates
through the body to speech and to speaking that does more than convey
information and meaning - it follows a beat. The beat constitutes a
promise of passage into the streaming collective body of speech. The
entrance into participation seeks to be carried through en-trance.
Trance is not, though, a guaranteed quality of conversation. It
must overcome the resistances inherent in encounter and create that
expectation (1995:99)."
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Many of the women in mothersvoice were able to articulate their
expectations of the encounter that would occur in the conversation that was to
ensue. Some of the women expressed an expectation of transformation, in this
way suggesting that the collaborative encounter that is the conversation held the
promise of transformation. For example, a woman concluded with: "Look
forward to sharing and seeing where this takes us". Another woman wrote that
she had put a lot of thought into the issues, and had many questions and
uncertainties, and it was for this reason that she was looking forward to the
conversation: "I am really excited about these discussions - I am interested in
the social constructs of mothering, and what we are told a good mother is, how
we adapt to the pressures (to be good, to balance our lives, to be pro-active, etc.)
See ya for now, (real name)". She was looking forward to the transformation that
could occur, the possibility that some answers, understandings, or new
perspectives would become available to her. By looking forward to a particular
conversation for the reasons she expressed, this woman was recognizing the
transformative potential of an inter-subjective event.
The questions that were asked in some of the introductions also suggest
an expectation, as well as an acknowledgement that there were others
participating in this shared space. A question can activate the asker/answerer
interaction: unless it is rhetorical, a question suggests that there will be a
response. Implicit in the act of asking a question is the expectation that there is
an other to hear and respond to the question, to collaborate in an interaction: to
participate in an encounter between at least two. Some examples of the kinds of
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questions that were asked during a woman's introduction of herself are as
follows: "What else?", "Urn, about me?", "Is that OK?", and "urn....I like cake?".
Mothersvoice was a conversation whose participants were aware of the fact that
there would be a number of mothers involved, so, as a conversation,
mothersvoice was an encounter that was characterized by severality, a term used
by Ettinger (1990) to conceptualize the borderspace encounter as being
transsubjective, neither one nor infinite. Questions and anticipatory statements
served as inter-subjective gestures, and marked the series of introductions as a
conversation, a place into which these women had entered to participate
together in a collective presentation.
Caverero (2000) has described other conversations where the personal
stories are part of a larger collective conversation, and suggests that there lies
within these conversations politics. She considers specifically the consciousnessraising groups of women's movements: "And there is, at the same time, the
creation of a relational space of reciprocal exhibition, which is clearly perceived
and affirmed as political. The insistence on the relationship between women, on
the contextuality of the practice and on 'starting from oneself [partire da se]' that has characterized the feminist political lexicon in Italy since the 1980's therefore finds a fundamental source in the consciousness-raising groups. Its
uniqueness consists in a horizon that sees politics and narration intersect"
(Cavarero, 2000:60 italics hers).
4. Snapshots
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While this conversation took place in cyberspace, thereby excluding much
of the information that can be exchanged in a real life inter-subjective
experience, there were moments when the women provided one another with
information that allowed for an, albeit imagined, visual and/or audio context. By
providing such information, the women were enhancing the other women's
ability to experience one another in a multidimensional way. It was as if certain
information allowed the women of mothersvoice to travel through space and
time in order to be with the woman who was locating herself within her
introduction. I refer to such information as the snapshots of a woman's
everyday/everynight (Smith, 2001) life. These snapshots served the function of
exposing one's experience; they were decidedly inter-subjective in their ability
to let others into their particular experience.
In some cases, the woman attempted to portray an expression in her
voice or on her face with the presentation of her text. For example, text could be
capitalized to indicate words that were being spoken with great emphasis. Other
words were emphasized by placing them between asterisks. Other times, the
spelling of a word was drawn out, to reveal the manner in which it was being
spoken: "Oh, yaaaaa, I'm a fan". Punctuation was occasionally clustered to
indicate a facial expression:;),:), and =). Some of the phrases were able to
suggest a tonal and visual delivery: "Bryer's Ice Cream, here I come!", "shhhhh,
don't tell my chair", and "...the oldest...starts school in September [FREAKING
OUT)...". The women who contributed this information in the forms that they did
were able to provide their audience with more than simply text-ed information.
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They provided clues so that their audience could create an image in their minds
of the expressions, voices and inflections that would accompany their
introduction. We had the opportunity, as the audience, to be transported to a
place of shared presence.
Another way in which a woman would transport her audience into her
"presence" was with a description of her current moment. One woman wrote
about her children: "They have just all left for school about a half hour ago", thus
bringing her audience into the morning she was experiencing, and into her
recently vacated house. What each woman was able to imagine, then, would have
been relevant to her own experience of the mornings: depending upon the
woman, the house could be reverberating with 'rock and roll' music that could
now be turned to a high volume, or it could be a quiet and calm place. It could be
cluttered and littered with the morning chaos left in the children's wake, or it
could have been tidied already and the tea steeped and ready to pour. The intersubjectivity is pronounced because the information this woman provides allows
for the audience to be with her in their imaginations: however, it is their own
subjective experience that will impact what they will encounter of her world in
their imaginations!
Another woman writes towards the end of her entry: "...maybe I
shouldn't answer that ringing phone...", and her audience can imagine that they
can hear her phone. However, where the phone is located in the imagined home,
what the ring tone is, even whether it is a landline phone or a cellular phone, is
dependent upon each audience member's subjective experience. Similarly, when
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several women refer to the fact that they were writing at bedtime, or late at
night, they bring their audience into their homes and time of day. Their audience
can imagine that they are with the woman, and, depending upon their particular
experience, will envision exhaustion, delight at the quiet hour, or, perhaps, relief
at finally having a moment to complete a task.
Another woman writes: "Oops, I hear the 'we did it, we did it' song
signaling my turn to be a parent". She is referring here to a popular television
character for young children, and the song this character sings at the end of each
episode of her television show. Many parents of young children are familiar with
this song, and when reading her entry, could be expected to have the tune
running through their heads. The emotional response would be relevant to the
audience member's particular experience: her subjective experience would
impact the inter-subjective space that is created when another woman has
revealed some of the audio, visual, spatial or timing elements of her own
subjective experience.
D. Summary
During the introduction stage of the mothersvoice project, the
participants located themselves as particular individuals. They did so by creating
a 'self-map' that included their names, geographic locations, personal history,
considerations of their futures, and self-disclosure of characteristics. However,
this locating work was done within the context of a collective experience; an
inter-subjective space. While they located their selves, the women also located
themselves within a conversation. They did so by acknowledging the individuals
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with the inter-subjective gestures of salutation, humour, the provision of a
snapshot of their current lives, and addressing the anticipation they were feeling
about the shared space and the potential of such sharing. In their introductions,
the mothersvoice participants created personal 'maps' and then submerged those
'maps' into an inter-subjective zone. In so doing, they were exercising particular
experience and exposure: they were taking action that Arendt (1954) and
Cavarero (2001) would contend to be political as simultaneously revelatory and
unique.

1

When the statement of one woman is used in the research discussion and

analysis, there is not indentation. The information and knowledge that was
provided by each woman is, therefore, a contribution to the analysis and
discussion, without being bracketed and potentially demoted to the mere
function of supporting my text as author and researcher. The decision to indent
in this way was my attempt to recognize the process and mutuality that
knowledge production can be. When there was an exchange, extending beyond a
monologue, I chose to indent in order to ease the experience of the reader.
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Chapter 5
Analysis of the Narratives
it's times like these you learn to live again
it's times like these you give and give again
it's times like these you learn to love again
it's times like these time and time again
"It's Times Like These," Foo Fighters

Time and again, however well we know the landscape of love,
and the little churchyard with lamenting names,
and the frightfully silent ravine wherein all the others
end: time and again we go out two together,
under the old tress, lie down again and again
between the flowers, face to face with the sky.
-"Time and Again," Rainer Maria Rilke
Selected Poems, translated by J.B. Leishman

During the second and third stages of the mothersvoice project, the large
group of 28 was divided so that the participants could share their discussions
with approximately six other women. In these smaller groups, the women were
asked to tell a story about their experience of motherhood and maternity
benefits policy (Appendix D). They were then provided with some guiding
questions (Appendix E) and conducted a narrative analysis of one another's
narratives. I participated in all of these groups, and provided the groups with an
example of a narrative analysis, using my own and another participant's
narrative as the focus of these examples.
The following discussion will be an exploration of narrative analysis, and,
then, more specifically, the narrative analyses that were conducted in
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mothersvoice. The ways in which the women experienced crisis in their stories is
examined, as there evolved out of most crises a transformation that altered the
direction of the storytellers' lives: The changes were significant and included
many new encounters, which either accompanied the crisis or the changes that
were made in response to the crisis. I consider the inter-subjective possibilities
that evolved, in some way connected to the experience of crisis.
Finally, I will consider the way in which the very act of storytelling is one
that creates or occurs in the midst of inter-subjectivity. A story is told and heard
simultaneously, so that lives become connected and mutually shaped by the
meaning that is conveyed in the disclosed narrative. Even this chapter becomes
an inter-subjective event, as I, the researcher, immerse myself in the narrative
work that has been done in mothersvoice, then convey that work to you the
reader. The stories of the mothersvoice women become re-shaped as they are
channeled through my voice [which voices only the ways in which I absorb and
express) and then your own ways of processing and absorbing. The levels of
resonation become complex, and the potential transformations difficult to
predict.
A. Narrative Analysis
Narrative approaches to social research aim to discover the meaning that
an individual has applied to her life experience. Narrative analysis draws upon
the contention that "all personal or human history is filtered in some way by
individual minds or cultures" (Rodden, 2008:155), so that the truth that is
embraced by a narrative is the meaning that the storyteller has derived from
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what it is she is narrating. The meaning is described as the shape or form a
person has deciphered from her experience; novelist Karen Blixen portrays such
meaning-making in her recollection of a childhood tale that had made quite an
impression upon her. It is the story of a man who wakes in the middle of the
night to the sounds of a tremendous storm. He listens and hears that the storm is
doing great damage to the dam in his back yard. He runs out into the pitch dark
and begins scrambling about in the black night to discover where the dam is
broken and then to repair it. Eventually, his job is done and he returns to bed.
The next morning, he wakes up and goes to the window to survey the damage of
the storm and the impact of his work. He is amazed to still see his many
footprints in the mud; most amazing of all is that these footprints have formed
the very distinct shape of a stork. The question Blixen is left with by this story is:
what is the shape that I will leave behind? What meaning will my life story take?
(from Cavarero, 2000).
The meaning making that occurs in the recounting of personal stories is
sought via an examination of the structure of the narrative itself (Reissman,
2000, Reissman & Quinney, 2005]. Narratives, it is generally held, "depict events
happening over time, and these representations must themselves unfold through
time. Narrative involves the imaginative ordering of diverse elements in a
structure that has a beginning, middle, and end. The central feature of narrative
is that there is a plot, that is, a connection between the elements
represented" (Neisser, 2008: 53).
The basic structure of a narrative has a beginning, a mid- or crisis-point
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and an end. Ricoeur (1988) suggests that time is not simply the medium with
which narratives are organized, but is additionally the way in which the meaning
of that narrative is conveyed. An important feature of the narrative structure,
then, is the sequencing and the inclusion of the events which move the narrative
into a crisis place and then on into the place that is the end, or the resolution.
Narrative analysis, therefore, entails the analysis of such a structure, in an
attempt to understand how events get experienced as beginnings,
middles/crises, and endings/resolutions.
"Narrative events do not just follow each other in time; they logically follow
each other based on concepts of cause and effect" (Morgans, 2008: 300). One
person's event is another person's non-event, and the narrative researcher can
begin to decipher subjective meaning with a careful consideration of what
events have occurred in an individual's experience, which have been discarded,
and which have been gathered up and sequenced to form the shape of a
meaningful narrative.1
B. Analyzing Mothersvoice Participants' Narratives
1. Crisis
One approach to narrative research analysis is to consider a logic of
narrative structure that contains a crisis as part of its ordering of events. "The
simple chronological progression of our lives...rarely affords us the same feeling
of proper fullness or correctness, which may be one reason we feel compelled to
keep telling stories that re-order events in more satisfying, narrative, bounded
ways" (Felluga, 2003; Narratology Brooks I, plotting webpage). As part of the
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narrative structure, then, the crisis becomes an important aspect of the logic of
suspense and forward-movement, and marks the place in a narrative where a
decisive point or situation is reached. The etymology of the word 'crisis' is from
the Ancient Greek word 'krisis', defined as a separating, a power of
distinguishing, and a decision, a choice and judgment (wiktionary, 2009). An
understanding of crisis as choice or decision clarifies the importance of the
resolution stage of the narrative structure as well, as a necessary revelation of
the choices that have become necessitated for the narrator by the crisis in her
narrative. The crisis in the narrative marks the peak event that immediately
precedes resolution. The beginning, followed by the events that move the
narrator and audience toward the narrative breaking point [crisis) and the
resolution that is the result of the choices or decision brought about by the crisis
all constitute the logic of the narrative structure. In narrative analysis, then, we
seek out this logic, marking the beginning, crisis and resolution. It is with this
logic that the meaning that an individual has applied to her story is revealed.
The participants of mothersvoice were asked to tell their stories about the
experience of motherhood and maternity benefits policy. After they had shared
their stories with one another in small groups, they were asked to co-conduct a
narrative analysis with one another's narratives. The analysis entailed a
sequencing of the stories. As I considered the narratives and their analyses, I was
struck by a particular consistency that seemed directly related to the crises.
Twenty seven out of the 28 participants recounted narratives that involved a
crisis event that resulted in significant personal change.
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One woman, for example, had grown up with a mother who struggled
with substantial mental illness. She came to expect that any emotional or mental
vulnerability on her part could only result in getting "locked away in a
nuthouse". Her fears related to this expectation were profoundly heightened as
she struggled with grief and rage through the birth of her first and then second
child. While in the hospital post-partum with her second child, she would sob
uncontrollably while nursing, unable to understand the wild grief that visited
her at those times. When she returned home with her baby, she and her partner
were bewildered and frightened by the feelings she was having towards her
children. Finally, she forced herself to seek admission at a hospital. She had not
expected to ever consider this as an option, so great were her fears about
psychiatric care. However, her fears about her own mothering were greater:
"More than anything, it's that rage that drove me to the mental ward last [year),
that and unrelenting suicidal urges, and the knowledge that I did NOT want my
daughters motherless as I am".
What this woman discovered after making the decision to admit herself to
the hospital was that the support that she and her family needed could now
become available. She connected with a psychiatrist who would have been
inaccessible without the hospital admission. This practitioner was able to
provide her with counseling and medical advice that made it possible for this
woman to respond to her children as she wished, and also to build a family and
community that she could feel good about. Of her post-hospitalization
experience she writes: "It's not a cakewalk, and it scares me enough that I stay
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firmly on the lithium. My children are worth it. There are no benefits. I have a
shrink who I'm lucky to have and only have because of my hospitalization.
Otherwise it's likely I'd still be on a waiting list and my children would be
suffering. I get no extras-since I'm totally functional in the world, as many
medicated bi-polars are, it's SOP [standard operating procedure] for me. I assume
I could go on disability if needed, but I'm not disabled - I'm sick like someone
with cancer or lupus is sick. Mine just won't go away, but it could certainly kill
me. I don't think we have any PPD [postpartum depression] resources available
either, aside from counseling. I was grateful that there was counseling before any
mention of medication...I don't know if anything would have been better, or
different. Until I wanted to get help, there was no help, period. I'm a strong
person (read-PITA [pain in the ass]) and was deathly afraid, since childhood, of
being locked away in a nuthouse. Overcoming that was the hardest thing I've
ever done, and I cried most of the way to the hospital, even as my feet moved
seemingly of their own volition". Rather than getting locked away, this mother
received good care and a diagnosis that assisted her self-understanding and
medication choices. She describes an ability, even a commitment, to embrace her
own experience, to the extent to which she was able to create and maintain a
community that was built around her own experience of depression and
motherhood. This community was on-line, where she maintained a blog and, in
journal style, described her daily experiences to a network of individuals who
responded regularly to her blogging activities.
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Another woman was unprepared for a strong desire to have children, and
for that desire to be strong enough as to alter what she wanted from her and her
husband's careers and lifestyle. She describes the events that brought her to the
crisis point that was followed by great change: "I was confined to continue
working as the director of this daycare because we needed the healthcare
coverage and the reduced daycare expenses. I would have sought work
elsewhere to lessen my load if it would have been possible. We felt cornered
though. I hated the fact that finances were determining how our child was being
raised. I watched her through the infant room window a lot, feeling I didn't have
the right as the boss to shirk my work and indulge my heart. I watched as she
was taught to walk by other women. I watched her laugh with other moms. It
was very difficult for me. Just before my daughter turned one I was pregnant
again. Another planned baby. I just seemed addicted to those kissable heads. It
made sense to us, too, to get through those toddler years in one shot. Two
children would be our limit. I couldn't bear to have another infant in daycare so
soon. I couldn't keep so busy and away from my children. I felt like if we were
going to do our best job as parents something drastic needed to change. My
husband agreed wholeheartedly, being so busy we rarely spent time together".
She did make great change, which involved a significantly new way of living with
simplicity, part time work and a family income that constituted state-defined
poverty while really feeling a great sense of personal wealth. She and her spouse
literally moved from one country and set of policies to another, in order to bring
about this change.
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Another woman had also enjoyed great success in her career. What was
most satisfying about her work was the sense that her skills and contributions
were well appreciated by co-workers, supervisors and even the staff of other
branches within the larger work organization. She and her spouse decided to
begin a family; however, infertility prevented these plans from being realized.
The infertility was experienced as a blow for this woman, and she spiraled into a
depression, which limited her work availability. Finally, she received a demotion
at her workplace. From this place of crisis, a pivotal or defining moment
occurred: one day, after watching the news coverage of a major terrorist attack,
she simply stood up and left her work place, resigned and then sued for the
damages incurred by the demotion. She describes this experience: "The morning
of 9/111 found myself cutting open boxes. When I rushed to the lunchroom and
saw the events unfolding on the TV, I stood up and walked out, never to return to
that company again. As it seemed at the time the world was falling apart, I knew I
could not accept the scraps they were throwing at me and I needed to fight back
to find myself again. Over the next few weeks, I went on long term disability and
found myself a lawyer to deal with what had happened to me...After watching
our life and me as an individual disintegrate we decided that we would pursue
adoption and I would stay home." She and her spouse did adopt a child, and she
has opted to stay at home with her child, working just one day a week for the
work experience, and creating a lifestyle that can subsist with one primary
income.
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Yet another woman had planned and established her career, with which
she was very satisfied, before planning to pursue adoption as a solo parent. She
worked over a period of time with a large agency in order to adopt domestically.
However, after five years, she needed to make a change to her adoption plans:
"Despite the fact that I had fostered 23 kids, I still had not been matched with a
permanent placement. So, I moved on to Plan B - international adoption". The
change of plans resulted in an encounter that she described as surreal: "Exactly 9
months from the time my documents were filed in China, I was standing in a
hotel room on the other side of the world being handed the most precious
creature I had ever seen. It was truly the most surreal experience of my life! In a
split second, my dreams and hopes and prayers for motherhood suddenly
solidified."
2. Crisis as an Unanticipated Event
Crisis can be described as an event for which a person is unprepared.
There is suddenly a dissonance or mismatch between what is expected or
understood and what has occurred or been experienced. What she is facing or
experiencing is not what the person has prepared for. Instead, she stands
suspended in a present that does not match the previously drawn future. Change
becomes inevitable, in order to proceed into these unexpected circumstances. It
is as if there is a break from the future, a falling away of the future.
When there is crisis, then, time stops, as the future seems to fall away and
there is nothing. It is as if time then turns back on itself, becoming reparative,
knitting itself back together so that it may continue. It is a repair, a re-creation;
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so it is both a doing over again and a moving forward. In other words, the
response to the unexpected event that constitutes crisis is transformation: a
transformed identity to encounter unprepared-for experience.
Because the very nature of the narrative is retrospective, time and the
storyteller become indistinguishable. It is both time and the teller of her
narrative that back track and begin to repair the rupture that is the
unanticipated experience. Time becomes the creation of the storyteller, as does
the retrospective that is the narrative. This is a retrospective that also
encompasses the future that has been desecrated and then knit back together.
In her description of such a desecrating event, one woman entitled her
narrative "When my life shattered". She described her ambivalence and then
acceptance of her pregnancy, which was then followed by the unexpected
experience of post partum depression two months after the birth of her baby.
Her depression was profound, "severe enough that I moved in with my parents
for 5 months so that I could be hospitalized and cared for there". She describes
the levels of stress that her depression magnified: "I was just completing my
holistic health practitioner certificate when I found out I was pregnant. My
partner is self-employed so neither one of us qualified for maternity benefits.
The lack of financial support didn't necessarily phase either one of us until I
became ill with post-partum depression and our single income family was now
not only paying for diapers and formula but anti-depressants and other
accoutrements to keep me sane and caring for my daughter. I was thankfully
able to attend free workshops at the local mood-disorder clinic, but due to my
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now prominent mental health issues, my daughter was in home-care 4 days a
week, of which we also had to pay from our own pocket". As a result of this
unanticipated experience, this woman discovered a personal commitment to
connecting with other women who have had her experience, drawing upon
previous training and finding a direction for this earlier experience: "I hope one
day to go back to my holistic studies and work with mothers in crisis with postpartum depression".
Another woman recounted a surprise pregnancy that occurred just after
she had been accepted into a training program. The program was unable to
accommodate her plans to have a baby, so she withdrew from the program. She
expected to feel absorbed and fulfilled by the care of her baby, even as she
returned to work after her maternity leave period and a parental leave that she
shared with her partner. She was "devastated to go back to work", yet could still
understand this experience: financially it made sense and additionally, it
provided a bonding experience for her partner and child: "J. and I made the
decision that since my new job made almost twice what he made, I would take 5
and a half months maternity leave while he would overlap with me for the last
two weeks and then take over for the next six months. I was very grateful that
parental leave includes partners and...I was so glad that he had the chance to
stay home and be the primary caregiver..."
What was unanticipated for her was the incompleteness she felt, even as
she and her partner began to plan for a second child. "I naively believed, when I
was younger, that motherhood would change me such that my only interests and
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pursuits and cares would be those related to motherhood". She described a
moment as she left on her bicycle for work, partner and baby on their front
porch, waving goodbye. Several meters away, beyond their sight, she had to stop
riding her bike, unable to see in front of her for the tears in her eyes. She
struggled to feel satisfied with the life that she and her partner had planned that
could accommodate their desire for children. However, she remained profoundly
unfulfilled, and finally made the decision to return to the training program she
had been enrolled in when she was first pregnant. She describes the satisfaction
that this decision has resulted in: "What I have discovered is that I am still the
me I was before I became a mother...I still have all the same dreams, vices and
virtues...but there is another dimension to me, my life and my responsibilities
that sometimes requires that things are prioritized slightly differently. Even
when, sometimes, that means putting my dreams FIRST so that I can be mentally
and emotionally healthy enough to be as close as I can get to the mother that my
child deserves". With these statements, this woman seems to be suggesting a
connection between her ability to be responsive to others working in
conjunction with or occurring simultaneously with her ability to be responsive
to a set of personal needs.
Some of the crises that were relayed in the narratives of mothersvoice
were directly related to the parameters of maternity benefits policy. With my
consideration of maternity benefits policy as a contribution to the constructed
identity of mother, I am particularly interested in the transformative responses
of the women. When a future is lost and then repaired, so too are identity and
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inter-subjective possibilities altered. I would suggest that the process of identity
can be tracked by these transformations that occur time and time again. It is
interesting to note the shifts that occur when the constructed identity becomes a
part of the unexpected event that is so filled with potential.
For example, one woman was able to make full use of the support
provided by maternity benefits policy. However, when it was time for her to
return to work - when the policy period ended - she experienced great difficulty
accessing and then utilizing quality daycare for her one-year-old child. The time
period of maternity benefits policy provided a definition of motherhood that is
focused on infancy. The all-consuming mother that the policy supports - a
mother who is undistracted from her mothering by employment - cannot match
the experience of the mother who is now returning to work and placing her child
outside of her immediate care for a large number of hours each week.
The guilt that this particular woman experienced was substantial and she
began to seek out alternative ways to live. Interestingly, she was initially
"obsessed" with the concept of "living off the grid" in a self-sustaining manner:
she felt a strong desire to depart to a life that had little relevance to any of her
previous experiences of motherhood, After the strong desire to flee diminished,
she began to explore ways in which she could be the mother that the mother
policy left unacknowledged. She attempted to run her own child care business,
and after experiencing consistent feelings of sadness and a lack of fulfillment,
returned to her career. She was able to make use of maternity benefits policy
again, but once again experienced difficulties as her own experience stopped
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bearing any relevance to the maternity benefits policy experience. She
responded to this unanticipated difficulty by actively transforming her ideas of
motherhood: "In terms of my identity as a mother...I think I have come to terms
with the fact that I am not cut out to be a SAHM [stay at home mom], but I still
have twinges of guilt now and then when I hear about other women who seem to
have found their bliss in doing it. I often wonder why it is that I am not happy
with it and I think it is because I had my kids so young. I feel like there is so much
out there that I have yet to do or see or accomplish. I am incredibly grateful that I
was able to spend the first year of their lives with them and loved nearly every
minute of it...but I am also grateful that there are other options available to
people who do not want to be SAHMs. I still struggle with the idea of the perfect
mother. I feel like there is all this pressure to be the perfect, organized, neat, thin,
baking, scrapbooking, sewing mother. And that is NOT who I am at all. I am
cluttered, messy, fat (again!), I use a bread-maker to bake, and I have no idea
how to sew and would rather not scrapbook (thank you!). My laundry is never
caught up, we eat out at least once a week, and my husband and I fight. I have
stopped buying Martha Stewart Magazine in protest against that image of the
perfect mommy". Such a statement, and others like it, suggests a relationship
between pop culture references and the mother's own experience. While beyond
the scope of this study, it is important to consider the way in which pop culture
is a part of the encounter of identity.
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3. Transformation: Future, Identity, & Inter-subjectivities
With unanticipated events comes a response that is transformative. What
becomes transformed is identity and the possibilities in an individual's life,
because identity is a process that involves inter-subjectivity, a reciprocal
exchange between an I and a non-I. In the mothersvoice narratives, there were
transformations, and the women telling their stories noted the ways in which
their inter-subjective fields were altered as a result of the changes they had
created in response to the unanticipated events. For example, one woman had
carefully planned a move, the purchase of a home, employment, and the timing
of her pregnancy to gather the necessary amount of insurable hours of
employment in order to access maternity benefits policy. Tragically, her infant
only survived for 11 hours after a premature birth. She described the poignant
change that occurred in her exchanges with other people: "The EI mat leave, had
everything happened just a few weeks later and allowed me to qualify, would
have been a godsend and a huge stress-reliever during this period. I did have the
option to go back to subbing [substitute teaching], but much as I've always taken
whatever work I could find, I just couldn't face that. All the schools I'd been at
previously had known I was pregnant - the vulnerability and exposure of
standing up in front of those kids and holding myself together long enough to
explain what happened wasn't something I could do right then. I discovered in
the very early days that infant loss is something that societally, people have no
clue how to speak about, and so any disclosure, even to direct questions, usually
leads to crickets chirping and great discomfort on the part of the listeners". She
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was no longer able to feel the sense of a shared borderspace (Ettinger, 1990);
there was now a rupture, a disconnect, that caused great pain and discomfort.
She avoided the places and relationships where she felt this rupture would
occur, and began to create new inter-subjectivities: seeking out new
employment and eventually creating a blog and, thus, an internet community
where the sense of shared inter-subjectivity and borderspace could once again
occur.
Another woman described her experience as a mother as being one that
was full of surprises. While she was on maternity leave, her department at work
was eliminated, and there was no longer a job available for her when the
maternity benefits policy period ended. She was unable to receive further EI
benefits because of the maternity benefits that she had already used. The
maternity benefits policy itself took 3 months to begin, a delay she was not
prepared for. The most profound surprise, however, was the distance that was
forged between her and her partner's experience of their daughter's infancy.
When the maternity benefits policy period ended, she was unable to find quality
daycare, which was her priority, while her partner argued that it was more
important for her to find employment. At the same time this woman was
experiencing a disconnect from her partner, she felt her isolation became
magnified by being at home with her baby: "Previously, I'd spent ten years in a
combination of academia and professional work, and that became a cozy and
familiar spot. There was intellectual challenge, but not a lot of emotional
challenge. SO, three weeks post-partum, I found myself alone in my house with
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my newborn. All of the would-be-helpful family members had left, and my
husband was at his office for ten to twelve hours a day. I didn't really have any
friends that I could call to come over and hang out because they were all working
during the day. I realized that I needed to get out of the house with my baby or
else I would probably end up with a bad case of PPD. My husband even marked a
page in our city's recreation guide that featured an ad for a 'strollercize' class
that started up the next week. It sounded like a great opportunity for me and my
little sidekick. The only problem was that I had been paranoid about driving
since I received my first driver's license.... I had zero confidence in my driving
competence, but I did find the courage to register in that strollercize class. I
snapped my baby's infant seat into the base of my car, and took off for roads that
I've never driven on before in my life! I've become so much braver about
navigating the roads since becoming a parent. I had no idea that would be the
motivator. My new courage is a huge positive, though I miss the days when a
tank of gas would last me two months LOL!"
This woman accepted new challenges in her response to crisis, and, as a
result, began to participate in new encounters with others: "I also learned a lot of
social graces since becoming a parent....It was so much easier to let my social
side out when I was out at the library or at the playground with my child than it
was while out at the grocery store after work, for example. Moms on maternity
leave seem to be quite willing to make friends with other moms on maternity
leave, I guess! I've continued to get much better at starting up conversations
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with strangers as my daughter has grown into a preschooler. Yeah, I've learned
that I am more outgoing than I thought since becoming a parent".
Another woman was unprepared for the severity of the financial hardship
that she and her partner experienced after having their first baby. Her pregnancy
was a "surprise", and, as a self-employed, grant-dependent artist, she was not
eligible for the mother policy: "I feel I was gypped and I feel my daughter was
gypped. Gypped of a slight ease off of the tension of money hardship". She
described the first year of her daughter's life as profoundly difficult. However,
this mother became part of an inter-subjectivity that has altered her experience:
"But the love. Man. The love was huge. Being a mother has defined me. Ach can I
say saved me from being a very lonely shambling wreck? My children gave me a
purpose I could not find anywhere else, even with my beloved artwork."
Another woman also describes the transformation that came when her
expectations about even desiring children shifted. Her own mother had been
absent when she was growing up. She recounted, "So when it came to being a
Mommy, I wasn't sure if I would be any good at it. I was scared I would hate it as
much as my Mom did". Instead, this woman describes her motherhood as being a
"fantastic" experience because of the reciprocal connection she is able to enjoy
with her child: "...I now remember my fears of being a mother, as I have my
lovely son (who got his shots yesterday) lying here crying in pain, because of his
legs. It's the warm feeling inside that I just got as I held him and made him feel
secure, just by holding him close".
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Yet another mother recounts her experience of connection with her
daughter as part of the transformation that occurred after she had the
unanticipated experience of a premature labour: "As an adult, I could not
imagine NOT working in an office. Previously, my career had been very
important to me, but my priorities have definitely changed as a result of having
my daughter. Furthermore, I didn't imagine that I would ever be in a position
where I was part of a family that could afford to live on a single income. As a final
wrench though, my daughter was born at 3 2-weeks. My maternity leave started
immediately even though she had not yet returned from the hospital. Part of my
decision to stay home was the result of the time I felt 'robbed' of....It's terrible to
lose those first months of your time together, spending it instead within the
walls of the hospital."
C. The Narrative as an Inter-subjectivity
While the narratives of the mothersvoice participants portray intersubjectivies that are created or resultant of unanticipated events (and also
indicate the inter-subjectivities that both are and result in the transformations in
the narratives), it is also important, in the practice of narrative analysis, to
consider the inter-subjectivity that is the narrative itself.
Rhoden (2008) describes narrative as an interpersonal action that is
enunciative, "an inter-subjective experience between speaker and audience (or
listener/viewer)"(149). Reissman, in a personal communication (2007),
reminded me to pay close attention to who it is that the narratives are being told
to, as the audience is an integral condition of the narrative.
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By way of exploring the inter-subjectivity that is the narrative itself, I
have considered some of the discussions related to trauma, witness and
narrative. Caruth (1990) describes the ways in which psychoanalytic
understandings of trauma have developed. Caruth states that traumatic
symptoms consist
solely in the structure of its experience or reception: the event is not
assimilated or experienced fully at the time, but only belatedly, in its
repeated possession of the one who experiences it. To be traumatized
is precisely to be possessed by an image or event. And thus the
traumatic symptom cannot be interpreted, simply as a distortion of
reality, nor as a lending of unconscious meaning to a reality it wishes
to ignore, nor as the repression of what once was wished (pg. 3).
Traumatic symptoms could not be understood, as was initially
considered, to result in neurotic responses by the person who has experienced
the trauma. The confounding element, with regards to this way of understanding
the impact of trauma, however, was the fact that the dreams, disordered
thinking, and fragments of memory that were disclosed by the traumatized
person were literal, and, thereby, immune to interpretation. The dreams and
intrusive thoughts were actual accounts of the traumatic experience, in pieces or
in its entirety. The disclosures revealed the impact of an event whereby the
event was part of a narrative but had gained a potency so that it was no longer
contained by the narrative: rather the narrator became possessed by the event.
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The traumatic response was one of possession: the traumatized individual had
become possessed by the traumatic event.
The goal of psychoanalytic treatment could then become one of
dispossessing the individual from her traumatic experience. With this
understanding comes a revelation about the profundity of the role of witness.
When a traumatic event is related, it becomes a retrospective account and gains
the history that removes the immediacy from an event that would otherwise
possess: "within trauma, from the moment of its first occurrence, is also a means
of passing out of the isolation imposed by the event: that the history of a trauma,
in its inherent belatedness, can only take place through the listening of another"
(Caruth, 1990, pg. 9). When a narrative about trauma can be witnessed, the
dispossession can occur. The traumatic event no longer holds an individual in its
grasp; the enunciative act that is the narrative shifts the traumatic event so that
it can become a retrospective event, no longer the imposition of an unabating
present. The inter-subjectivity that is the narrative brings with it the potential of
the transformation of a traumatic event.
A consideration of narrative, then, is an acknowledgement of its intersubjectivity. A narrative is the recounting of a life event, and, as such, the person
who is narrating leaves a place of isolation. The witness becomes absorbed into
the creation of a life story and a life's meaning. In the co-analysis that occurred
during mothersvoice, the participants were asked to identify the witnesses: who
the narratives were being recounted to. The answers portray an awareness that
the narratives were being shared in the context of a conversation between
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mothers. Many of the women identified other mothers as being the witnesses.
They also identified specific mother experiences that were particularly relevant
to the narratives: the audience was identified as being made up of urban moms,
rural moms, SAHMs, employed mothers, and/or mothers struggling with
depression, depending upon what the narrator's mother experience was. Such
audience identification could indicate a desire to be intimately known through
one's story and by the audience. It could also indicate an assumption that those
who share our experience are the only ones who can really know (through
recognition) our stories. In either case, it suggests a desire for the narrative to be
an inter-subjective experience, a location where the pertinence of my own
narrative can resonate with the lives of my audience.
There were other ways in which this inter-subjectivity was a component
of the narrative exchange in mothersvoice. A number of women made culturally
relevant references in their narratives. For example, one woman provided her
group with a visual description of herself, relying upon popular culture
information, and initiating a culturally relevant discussion that was humorous.
The shared culture and humour that relied upon that shared culture served the
function of creating a connection between the women:
AlphaDogMa: "FYI - I'm a dead ringer for Angelina Jolie. Honest".
Response: "Amazing...You look like Angelina! I can't believe it because
I'm a dead ringer for Kate Hudson! HAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!! If she was
short, mousy haired and slightly overweight...."
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AlphaDogMa s response: Dear Kate. Congratulations on being named
People's Most Beautiful Person Alive".
Further connection was initiated as this narrative group of 3 formed with
another narrative group of 3:
AlphaDogMa: "Group 11 is a very visual bunch, and have all named
our celebrity doppelgangers. I look like Angelina Jolie, moosegrumpy
is Kate Hudson's twin. Mo-Wo is very Maggie Gyllenhaal-esque. And
who do you look like? You get zero points for honesty so give it your
best fictional shot! But you better not name Jen Aniston - it could
create some tension".
Another exchange revolved around Facebook activity:
Smothermother: "Tangential thought. This is completely off topic,
but I thought it was an interesting tidbit on identity and
motherhood. I was just on Facebook and I noticed that the friends
that I had who were mothers, most of their profile pictures were of
themselves and their children, or like me, just their children, while
my friends who are not mothers have pictures of themselves. Do we
as mothers feel the need to show off our children, or do we see
ourselves as existing through our children, or do we see ourselves as
secondary to our children? I'll answer these questions myself when I
have a few minutes to ponder, but I just wanted to put it out there".
Response: "Re Facebook. I've noticed that too. Which is why my
Facebook avatar was [past tense because I deleted it not so long

ago) a photo of Lt Uhura from Star Trek. Because while I do have
children, I am also very immature".
Such an exchange uses the shared experience of culture, mothering and
humour to contribute to the interconnection that could occur between the
mothersvoice participants.
The narrative stage of mothersvoice provides an in-depth description of the
many layers of inter-subjectivity that exist with storytelling. The crisis that
provides the logic to the narrative structure is the moment in a story when
decisions are made that can transform the inter-subjective experience. The story
that contains this crisis is reliant upon its own inter-subjective field: that
between story teller and audience/witness. Finally, the narrative approach to
social science research expands the inter-subjective field, by placing the intersubjectivity that is the narrative into a larger inter-subjectivity which includes
the researcher and the researcher's audience. The reverberations of the
subjective experience conveyed by one narrative ripple out to embrace layers of
responses into a fluid and on-going encounter. My own role in the mothersvoice
project is one of mother, storyteller, witness and researcher. I can experience, in
the complexities of this role, the potential of the process that is identity.

1

While it is problematic to assign universality to this narrative logic, the stories

shared by the mothersvoice participants and the narrative analysis did reflect
such logic. I would argue, however, with the visual depiction of this logic as a
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mountain, or a tent, with the crisis at its pinnacle. An apt description could
instead convey the sense of a breaking point, some form of rupture or spilling
over, with a response that accommodates altered direction or capacity. I am
reminded, with this description, of one of the participant's narrative entry title:
When My Life Fell Apart.
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Chapter 6
Maternity Benefits Policy as Constructed Experience
But it grieves my heart, love
To see you tryin' to be a part of
A world that just don't exist
It's all just a dream, babe
A vacuum, a scheme, babe
That sucks you into feelin' like this

I've heard you say many times
That you're better 'n no one
And no one is better 'n you
If you really believe that
You know you got
Nothing to win and nothing to lose
From fixtures and forces and friends
Your sorrow does stem
That hype you and type you
Making you feel
That you must be exactly like them
-"To Ramona," Bob Dylan

During the fourth stage of the mothersvoice project, the participants
examined the Canadian Maternity Benefits policy. The women were able to
access this policy through the website for Human Resources and Service
Development Canada. They discussed the policy in general, and also looked
closely at the language and images that were being used in the document. This
section will be an exploration of the analysis that the women conducted on the
policy in general, as well as on the discourse of this policy. Finally, I will examine
the lived impact of some of the issues that were identified in the analytic work of
the mothersvoice participants.
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A. Policy Analysis
For this policy analysis, I begin with the contention that a policy serves as
an active gatekeeper. As a gatekeeper, policy serves the construction of identity
in two ways: it identifies and allows entry only to specific individuals, and, in so
doing, it guards the identity that the policy has constructed. By asking the
question: "who is assisted, supported, acknowledged by this policy and who is
not?", it becomes possible to see the constructed identity of motherhood that the
policy upholds and supports. An analysis of the policy becomes an exploration of
the constructed identity of motherhood that is being sustained by the policy, and
provides information about identity constructions of mothers that have been
made by society at large.
As the mothersvoice participants began to discuss maternity benefits
policy, considerations began to be made about the parameters of the policy.
These parameters serve to create an image of "mother". What lies outside of the
parameters is that which does not fit the policy's image of "mother". The image
that the policy upholds becomes the constructed identity of motherhood that the
women of mothersvoice encountered within a larger conversation that has also
explored the subjective identity of each of these mothers.
1. Maternity Benefits as an Employment Insurance Program
a. Maternity benefits as sickness benefits
In their exploration of the maternity benefits policy, several of the women
were struck by the fact that this policy is part of the Employment Insurance (EI)
program. One of the concerns expressed about the policy was the fact that the
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maternity benefits are "rolled into sickness benefits. A bit of a throwback to the
1940s thinking that being pregnant was an ailment?" Another woman took
offense to the policy "for having sick leave included in with the mat benefits.
That really didn't fly for me", she wrote. It was a problem for these women to
have their pregnancies and infant's births conceptualized by the policy as an
illness or injury. Foster [2005) explored the impact of motherhood within
societal and policy structures that construct certain stories about women and
motherhood. She writes that when a policy
characterizes motherhood as a problem for women and the
organizations for which they work, they re-inscribe an age-old
equation-women get pregnant and give birth, therefore they are less
economically (publicly) productive and less materially valuable than
men. The cautionary tale reminds would-be mothers that they cannot
escape the dictates of their female bodies-that they are, despite
education and professionalism, simply bodies upon which problematic
biological dramas (e.g. infertility, pregnancy, miscarriage, and
breastfeeding) are played out. Such tales infiltrate our cultural
discourse and the lives of women simultaneously, silencing the
possibility for alternate life scripts and locking women into definitions
that resist elaboration (Foster, 2005:76).

b. Maternity benefits as part of an insurance program
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When the maternity benefits policy is a component of EI, actions that are
relevant to an insurance program alter the ways in which an infant and a mother
can be conceptualized. One woman writes, "What I never understood was having
a deductible on monies I've paid to the government. A baby isn't a house fire or a
broken car". When the maternity benefits are an aspect of an insurance program,
the mother becomes a potential risk that the insurance program must ascertain
and protect itself against. A woman articulates this awareness of risk when she
expressed her skepticism about maternity benefits: "How does this example of
manipulation differ from people...who chronically abuse the EI system—accruing
the minimum amount of hours necessary to qualify for benefits and then take the
winter off and laze around? In my mind, the two are the same. It is taking a
system that was meant as a social safety net and manipulating it like it's a cash
cow and a birthright". Another woman mentions the risk of "laying oneself off if
self-employed mothers were able to access the insurance program. Another
woman notes the exclusivity that is created by the fact that maternity benefits
are part of an insurance program: "As in any insurance schema, the limitations
on the EI system as it is are not natural based on decisions someone has made
about risk, given that the program allows [some) people to choose to stay home
and be with their babies during the first year. Especially in centres where
childcare options are limited, could the eligibility requirements not be opened
up beyond the conventional middle-class career model so as to be a genuine
option for more people, rather than considerations of risk that govern the rest of
EI benefits being the primary bar set against qualification?"
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With risk-management as a pervasive component of the insurance
program, one woman felt she had to "essentially beg for money I've provided to
my government for just this situation", and this, she writes, "infuriated me.
Especially since I couldn't afford more than 3 months in a country where we
supposedly value children so much. And 50 weeks? What gives with that? What
if I and my partner have paid into EI for 15 plus years when we have/adopt a
child? Where does the rest of our money go?"
As an Employment Insurance program, maternity benefits created a
number of problems for many of the women in mothersvoice. Some of the
concerns of the women were related to the many mothers who were unable to
access maternity benefits due to the fact that it was premised upon employment
activities. With such a premise, maternity benefits policy becomes exclusionary
to many mothers, while a number of the mothersvoice participants held a vision
of motherhood that was more inclusive: "I agree with Denise that maternity
benefits should be kept separate from the EI system and that they should be
universal. They should simply be a part of the fabric of our social democracy just
like funding for schools and hospitals. They should come from our overall tax
base and our taxes should increase to permit that to happen. EI premiums for
employees should decrease accordingly to allow for a more universal tax
collection method that could then benefit all mothers....that's how social
democracy is supposed to work. We are supposed to pay according to our means
so that everyone can benefit. I wish I could still believe in social democracy just
as my daughter dreams of seeing a real, live dinosaur..."
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Another woman problematized the policy by contrasting it with a United
Nations covenant of rights: "...the UN International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights states that 'working mothers should be accorded paid leave
or leave with adequate social security benefits'. I think because of our El-based
benefit system, we are leaving out a huge class of working mothers, which
contravenes that Covenant, which Canada is a signatory on, not to mention the
other issues which people have raised here and elsewhere",
c. Who gets excluded by the EI program?
In the discussion about maternity benefits policy, much focus was given
to the mothers who were unable to receive maternity benefits. With such a
discussion, the women were beginning articulate the constructed identity of a
mother for whom the policy was serving as gatekeeper.
i. Self-employed, artists who are grant-dependant, part time
employed.
A number of the women in mothersvoice were self-employed, part time
employed, or grant-dependant artists. This information was shared during their
introductions and/or narratives. When they had their babies, they were unable
to receive maternity benefits because of their employment status. This stood in
stark contrast to the mothers who had worked adequate insurable hours before
having their children, and was further contrasted by the situation of the mothers
who were employed within organizations that had further benefits to top-up
what they were receiving through EI. One woman had experienced maternity
benefits policy differently with each of her children, because of her employment
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status: "I think benefits help professional moms best, those that have a solid
career [outside the home). For both my kids I was working but with my oldest I
was only in temporary jobs and part time jobs so I didn't have benefits. For my
second, I worked in a position enough to get benefits but only barely, and it was
only a seasonal position so, of course, no top up".
Another woman described how maternity benefits policy is most helpful
to women who are full time employed in a position for which they will have
access to enhanced workplace benefits. To simply be full time employed is not
enough; maternity benefits privilege the woman who is employed well. She
writes that the policy is most beneficial to the "middle class mother with a
partner, and a full time 'career' [not to be confused with a job)",
ii. Working outside of Canada
Another group of women who are excluded by maternity benefits are
women who have worked outside of Canada before their.baby's birth. While
these women are still participating in Canadian and foreign tax systems, the
hours that they have worked previous to their infants' births do not get tallied
into the insurable hours that are necessary to have worked in order to receive
maternity benefits. The experience is very similar to that of the self-employed
woman. The employment does not constitute the insurable employment for
which maternity benefits policy is relevant. One of the mothersvoice participants
wrote, "I would also like to see 'the program' expanded to include the same
opportunity to pay in for work done outside Canada, if a woman chooses to do
so. We moved back to Canada after years in Asia early in my first pregnancy,

220

specifically so I'd have the opportunity to work enough hours to qualify before
the baby came...I had had to provide all my Asian work and tax info to the
Canadian Revenue Agency in any case, and would have happily paid up an EI
premium on the hours worked abroad, had it been possible. It seems odd to me
that you can receive benefits while living in another country in the year after
your child is born, but not buy into the system for hours worked outside the
country before your child is born".
Alongside the articulation of the exclusion of mothers not stably
employed within the Canadian marketplace structure, some of the women in
mothersvoice discussed the possibility of universalizing the maternity benefits
program. Concerns were voiced about the possibility that some mothers need
support much more than others do, and that making this determination could
create difficulties. One woman wrote, "I do agree that it should somehow be
made to fit the lower end of who would need compensation the most. Although I
don't know how one would set that up. As with any program, there are people
that try and misuse it". Another woman expressed more concern about the
women currently being excluded from the policy than with the possibility that
some women may get support who would not necessarily be deemed 'deserving'
or 'in need' of this support. She asked, "Should we focus on who is most
deserving, or who we perceive to be most deserving, or should we focus on
helping make the system most beneficial for ALL new parents and their
children? ...these policies do need to be more inclusive of lower paid, part time
workers, etc. I don't recall going into mat leave feeling wonderful, like I was
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snatching my money back from the man. I was pissed that I was given some
random set point, and only had limited time at home because it's all I could
afford. Working for an American company in Canada, I was relieved to have what
we have, but even that was nothing to feel 'entitled' about".
2. Other Parameters
While El's maternity benefits policy created a specific set of parameters
based upon a women's employment status, there were other exclusions created
by this policy that were also noted by the women of mothersvoice.
a. Adoptive parents
Maternity leave benefits require that the beneficiary be the biological
mother. As mentioned in the policy review (Chapter 2), the maternity leave
period covers the first 15 weeks following the infant's birth. The implication of
this particular limitation is that the adoptive mother cannot collect maternity
leave benefits. One adoptive mother writes that while she, herself, was not upset
about the shortened benefit period, "(s)ome feel that this [being only entitled to
parental benefits and not maternity benefits) is another systemic 'dig' at the fact
that adoptive parenting is not quite as valued as biological parenting".
Another woman struggled with the fact that, on one hand, the policy is
able to provide validation of the birth experience, while on the other hand, it
invalidates the mothering.that occurs in the adoption experience: "I will say for
all the fifteen week mat leave/thirty-five week parental split is contentious and
validly so for adoptive parents, I'm pleased not only that mothers who lose a
post-twenty week baby get the fifteen weeks of leave (if they qualify) but so do
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surrogates. I'm torn on this one. A part of me does think that the physical act of
birth deserves leave status, and that it's quite progressive of the government to
recognize the experience as a significant and legitimate medical reason for leave,
while at the same time I don't think adoptive parents should be penalized by
getting to spend less time at home with a new baby".
b. Hospitalized infants
Some of the mothersvoice participants were also concerned about the
experience of medical crisis that gets excluded from the motherhood that is
supported by maternity benefits policy. One woman writes in response to the
policy, "I am perplexed at the comment re: parental leave and the hospitalized
child. Am I reading it correctly that parents can postpone their parental leave
until the child is out of the hospital? Would many parents be able to/want to
continue working when their child is hospitalized? Perhaps a fortunate few [our
tiered social system] would be able to use other leave (e.g., company sick leave,
family days) during a child's hospitalization". The structure of the policy creates
a response to medical crisis for the mother that does not fit what this woman
envisions the experience of infant hospitalization would be.
c. Post-first year
A number of the women discussed the limits of the policy in its focus on
the first year following the birth of the infant. The discussion was focused on the
maternity and parental benefits, and the 52 week period of time that this covers.
One woman wrote, "...I did struggle with the Program. The confines of its dates to
commence and conclude. I have thought quite a lot since taking an extra year at
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home with my kids about the validation and authorization/accolades for
motherhood that mat year represents. On the one hand, it does mean a lot to me
that parenting...is validated through the existence of benefits. On the other hand,
I have serious doubts about whether the gilding of that mat leave year is healthy
for Moms. I feel it sort of over-emphasizes babyhood as a measure of
parenting....I felt it was quite liberating when I terminated with my employer and
separated my family life from the permissive underpinnings of 'leave'. It was a
valuable choice for me to look at my family in its entirety. My children as lifelong responsibilities, not any short term parenting to be done with a pay cheque
coming from HRSDC".
Another woman, as she applied narrative structure to the policy,
identified the resolution of the policy story as "conclusion of benefit period,
cessation of relationship". The mother experience is no longer relevant to the
policy; the mother of the child who is older than the 52-week policy period is no
longer fitting the mother identity that is constructed and sustained by the
maternity benefits policy. The limit of the policy period is related to the policy's
conception of an infant's birth as a reason for the interruption of work. The
constructed identity of mother is reduced to that of a mother of an infant 0-1
year old. As I consider the difficulties some of the mothers experienced as they
attempted to arrange child-care for their 1 year old in order to return to work, I
speculate that the constructed mother identity of the policy is limited to the
mother of an infant less than a year old, and that this constructed identity
replicates a larger, societal constructed identity.
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d. class
As the women of mothersvoice discussed the ways in which maternity
benefits policy privileges professional and marketplace employment, they began
to explore the concept of societal class. One woman wrote, "I do not doubt that
the system of mat leave works for the majority of claimants who use it to
alleviate the financial pressures of their child's first year. BUT it doesn't work for
women who are at the lower ends of the economic scale and work part time or
casual (who need the assistance the most) or women at the very upper end of
the economic scale..."
Another woman added, "The working class, the working poor and the
underclass don't qualify for mat leave. Mat leave is a social safety net aimed at
middle class families (especially middle class families with dual incomes) to
alleviate some of the financial and emotional burden of new parenting..." Yet
another woman wrote, "I would agree that there is a whiff of class to the
benefits' dynamics. As I said, I have many friends who did not qualify so I never
made an issue of my receipt of benefits". This woman was aware that hers was a
position of privilege, in that she was able to access and benefit from the policy.
Another woman shared a story about a friend of hers who was eligible for
the policy benefits. However, this friend was not financially established enough
to avoid the hardship that a delay in the benefit payment created: "She got her
money eventually, but in the meantime, had to let some payments slide and was
emotionally devastated and frustrated in dealing with it all". For this woman, the
benefit policy was barely supportive because her own financial position did not
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provide for any complications. This experience reflects the experience of many
mothers who are not financially established enough to enjoy the support of the
policy. This experience also magnifies the middle to upper-middle class privilege
of being able to accommodate a delay or administrative error and even the
financial burden of a 45% decrease in income.

B. Critical Discourse Analysis
Critical discourse analysis aims to identify and problematize the ways in
which text is used to organize social relations of inequity. Text can be defined as
the expressions created by spoken and written words, images, and media (Smith,
2001). The explorations that are made while conducting a critical discourse
analysis are focused on the impact of everyday talk and writing. Critical
discourse analysis considers the ways in which text establishes reading positions
and constructs representations of the world in its organizing efforts (Kahu &
Morgan, 2007).
1. Reading Positions
Text has the capacity to position its readers. Critical discourse analyst L.
Saha explains that "by establishing reading positions, texts can interpellate
readers, situating and positioning them in identifiable relations of power and
agency in relation to texts" (1995: 7). The discourse analyst can begin to
understand the ways in which text is positioning its readers by considering the
language that is being used in a particular document, the devices that are being
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used to situate the reader, and the emotional impact that the text has had on the
reader.
a. Language
The women of mothersvoice were asked to discuss the policy. Some of the
discussion focused on some of the words that were used in the policy document,
i. "entitled"
One word that generated a great deal of discussion was the word
'entitled'. While some of the women felt empowered by the term in general,
other women struggled with the word, and felt diminished by the use of the term
in the context of the benefits policy. One woman wrote, "What I notice in an
initial glance over the general benefits page is, first, the word 'entitled' in the
very first sentence under 'Who is Eligible?' ...which strikes me as entertaining
since the complexities of reading through the rest to see if and how I am, indeed,
'entitled' always intimidates the crap out of me even though I have three degrees
and should be more confident about this official-ese stuff by now. Basically,
despite the use of the word, reading the site makes me feel anything but
'entitled', rather it makes me feel vulnerable and confused and uncertain".
For one woman, the entitlement indicated a stance of: "the government
OWES me money", and she found this to be problematic: "[this) attitude...is
ridiculous". For another woman, entitlement was linked to what we can simply
expect to receive from the Canadian government: "I'm sorry, but the use of the
word 'entitled' for something like maternity leave...it's like saying someone
expecting to be treated at the hospital is entitled". I suggest that when a term
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such as 'entitled' is placed in the context of a document that is describing the
criteria a woman must meet in order to be entitled, the meaning or impact of
such a term can begin to shift. The reader of the document is left with the task of
ascertaining and proving her entitlement. Entitlement suggests that someone is
deserving, and the purpose of the policy document explored by the mothersvoice
participants was to establish what a woman has to have accomplished in order
to deserve maternity benefits.

ii."benefit"
Another word that generated some discussion in the mothersvoice
project was 'benefit'. One woman wrote, "If you ask the general public, I would
think that the word benefit to them means 'perk' or an 'extra'. I agree that the
language used in getting this 'perk' is almost suspicious and that a woman has to
prove that she is pregnant and gave birth to a child". In the context of the
document, that benefit needed to be earned with specific criteria. As an
insurance program, the conceptualization of the word benefit as a perk
contradicts the fact that the insurance policy has been paid for by the woman's
employment income. However, the context of the document is a site of authority
and scrutiny, which can alter the impact of a word such as 'benefit',
iii. Specific words
The scrutiny and authority that characterizes the document site is
accomplished with the language that is used to describe the policy. The women
identified some of the words that stood out for them as they read through the
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document, and many of these words were authoritarian and directive. While
'please' was used only three times throughout the entire document (and on one
of these occasions the word was in the heading rather than the body of the text),
the directive "you must" was used nine times. The women identified other words
that had an authoritarian impact, such as "prove", "required", "show that", "you
should", "you are required", "you need to", and "supply proof. One woman
writes "The language...(must, prove, require, etc.) seems to contradict the
general idea of what 'benefit' means". Another woman writes of the language,
"heavy on data, light on easy navigation or reassuring verbiage". Another woman
described the language as "direct. Straightforward. Unemotional". Yet another
woman, in describing the impact of the document, describes how, with it, "the
government asserts a patronizing power over potential benefits recipients",
iv. The Program
One term that was noted by some of the mothersvoice participants was
the reference in the document to "the Program". A woman writes: "All the
contact instructions for example are to 'the program'...not an office or
department or, heaven forbid, people, but rather THE PROGRAM". Another
woman refers to this term as she describes the kind of relationship that exists
between the policy and the woman it is addressing when she writes, "it is a
diminutive relationship, 'the program' looks down on the mothers". Another
woman writes how, with "the language...the entitlement becomes something you
have to prove - which then also suggests to me that I am dealing with a body
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[THE PROGRAM...!) that is skeptical or suspicious about my condition and
rights".
2. Reading Device
Additionally, critical discourse analysis examines the devices that are
used with text to create a relationship between the text and the reader. Saha
explains, "...(T)exts hail readers, and position them in ideological relations
through various lexical and grammatical devices" (1995:7) such as the speech
act of questions and commands.
a. Question and command formatting
After a general listing of the information available on its site, the
document begins with the question: Who Is Eligible? After this point, the
document is formatted into a series of questions and commands that address the
initiatory question. What such a device accomplishes is the establishment of a
relationship. However, while the reader is initially drawn in, having been
addressed with a question, she is then dissociated from the ensuing dialogue,
because it is the document itself that supplies all the responses to the questions
that are asked. The dissociation is magnified by the fact that it is not answers but
commands that the document provides. As was noted in an earlier section, the
responses to the questions are marked by directives such as "you must" and "you
need to". The document guides the discussion through the series of questions
and commands, and demotes the reader to the passive role of text-recipient
(who at the same time, must go away from the document to actively pursue
benefits IF she is eligible for them).
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b. Invisible authority
Some of the mothersvoice women suggested an authority that remained
invisible to them, with which they had to enter into a relationship. One woman
asked, "Who decides that a loss of pregnancy before 19 weeks is a miscarriage
and you don't get any time, and that 20+ is a loss of child and you can apply for
maternity leave?" In taking note of the expression "the Program", other women
also acknowledged a recondite voice, in whose discourse an authority was
steeped. One woman describes how indiscernible she found the document to be:
"I remember when I first found out I was pregnant and tried navigating this site,
I found it intimidating. How you need this and that and so on, it seemed like I
should be understanding it, yet I had no clue. Having reviewed the sites today, I
am finding that I am still a little overwhelmed". Some of the women responded
to this document in ways that seemed to recognize the authority that was
present within its discourse. One woman described the "permissive
underpinnings of'leave'", referring to the suggestion, with a term such as 'leave',
that a hew mother is now being given entrance to certain experiences. Another
woman described how "the program allows (some) people to stay home..."(sic).
3. Textual Constructions and Representations of the World
In considering the critical discourse analytic contention that texts (which
includes images) construct representations, I would like to focus specifically on
the images that were displayed on the policy document. The document that gave
general information about family benefits, and also provided access to the
document about maternity leave benefits, displayed 3 photograph images. One of
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these images was of a woman with her two children, a boy and a girl, aged
approximately 5 and 8. The woman was wearing a jacket with the collar turned
up. The three of them were tidily groomed, smiling widely, and she stood behind
them, with her hands on their shoulders. The background was what could have
been the inside of their home; they stood at what seemed to be the bottom of a
staircase. As I looked at the image, I had the sense that she had arrived from
somewhere, or was ready to leave. Perhaps the sense of her transcience was due
to the setting of the photograph being at the bottom of the staircase, a place of
movement rather than a place to stand still and/or involve oneself in regular
home activities. The woman and two children appeared to be of East Asian
descent. Their photo was a medium-sized image in the bottom right-hand corner
of the document. Closer to the top, in the left-hand margin was a much smaller
photo of a young child smiling. The child was looking up into the camera and was
blonde and blue-eyed. At the top of the document, just above this small image,
was an image of a very pregnant woman holding a glass of juice with one hand.
She was smiling broadly. She was tidily groomed, dressed in light pastel colours,
and had long blond hair that fell down her back. She was white. Of all three
images, hers was the largest, at the top centre of the document, while the midsized image sat in the bottom corner. While the placement of the top and middle
photos coincided with the text ("Having a Baby" and "For Families and Children",
respectively), the bottom photo was placed beside a list of "Life Events" such as
"Being a Caregiver", "Getting Divorced", "Getting Married", "Having a Baby",
"Moving", "Personal Loss" and "Travelling Abroad". What I noted in my
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observations of these images was the sizing of the photos, the absence of men on
a site that provided information for families, and the posing that was done for
each shot. These were not snapshots; these were, very apparently, images that
had been arranged and posed for. Posed shots are constructed, with a specific
purpose in mind. These were the constructed images that were available on the
policy document's on-line site.
Some of the impact of these images was noted by a number of the women
of mothersvoice. One woman wrote, "When I went on the first website and saw
this very pregnant woman sitting there drinking her juice, I thought, wow she
looks fantastic, I wish I had looked that wonderful at the end". This statement
evokes the dissonance this woman felt between her own experience and that of
the mother that was imaged in the policy document. She did not see herself in
the image; she saw a mother that she did not measure up to.
"Frankly, those people are so happy it scares me", wrote another woman.
She was referring to the wide smiles and overall sense of well-being that the
women and children of these images exuded. The images did not convey her own
experience, to the extent that it "scared" her. While hers could simply be a turn
of phrase, the idea that a component of the image scared her suggests to me that
she found to be disturbing this image that portrayed something so different from
an experience of everyday mothering she could recognize.
C. Lived Impact
In considering the analytical work that the women of mothersvoice
conducted with maternity benefits policy and the policy's discourse, a number of

233

themes began to emerge. These themes were an aspect of the other stages of
discussion, as well. I understand these themes to be the lived impact of a
constructed identity of a mother that is characterized by (and limited to) robust
marketplace involvement, childbirth as liability, healthy infanthood, biological
motherhood, dependence upon a spouse, professionalization, the first year of a
child's life, and middle to upper-middle class social location. The discourse
analysis reveals an ideological relationship that places the mother in a
diminutive position with the State, which further analysis could suggest is
related to the suspicion with which working mothers are treated. Such an
analysis is explored more fully in the literature review of this document (pages
56-62). The following discussion explores the lived impact of the constructed
identity of mother as it was revealed in the introductions, narratives and policy
analyses of the mothersvoice project.
1. Feeling Less Valued
f

As they discussed their experience of motherhood and maternity benefits
policy, some of the women expressed the feelings they had about not being
valued. In her policy analysis, one woman wrote, "I read that you will receive
55% of your pay to a maximum. That makes me feel like we are only worth 55%
once we have a child. Even though I now do more work all day long then I did
while at work". Another woman who had not been eligible for maternity benefits
also referred to how limited the support of the policy was: "I wonder how mom's
that take a year off maternity leave survive because the amount the government
provides seems so small to me". There were women who had utilized the benefit
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and did not feel a great sense of support, either, by what they received: "I collect
my EI check, which doesn't cover much up north...", writes one woman, while
another woman writes, "...I desperately needed whatever measly benefits I
received".
There was a connection made between the availability and extent of
maternity benefits and the ways in which mothers are valued by the policy
system and society at large. A woman writes: "How else could we do it? Our
nation would have to reconsider how we see women, mothers and state
support." Another woman writes, "I have come to realize how as a society
mothering is not given the kudos it deserves".
One woman has explored for some evidence that the care giving
contributions that are made primarily by women have become worthy from a
societal perspective. However, she is aware that her argument supporting a
more valuing society falls short: "At the same time, I sometimes daydream that
the rising costs of daycare mean that we are starting to value (screwed up, I
know) the work of those who spend their days caring for children. I know that
there hasn't been anything that proves that, when it comes to benefits for
parents who stay at home and raise their own children, and that subsidizing
daycare would allow for daycare workers to make good salaries while making it
more accessible, so it's not a realistic conclusion to draw". In other words, this
woman suggests that as long as there are no benefits for stay at home parents,
no well paid daycare workers, and inaccessible daycare facilities, it is difficult to
be convinced that the care of children is given societal value.
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The sense of societal value was also diminished by some of the women
who did not fall within the parameters of maternity benefits policy. One woman
writes about being a SAHM:" I do feel that I am not appreciated as a stay at home
mom and wonder if there isn't some place to have the government class us".
Another woman describes what she lost when she shifted from being involved in
r

the marketplace to becoming a SAHM: "I paid into taxes for many years but now
(as a SAHM) I am outside of a place to fit. I guess this is where there is discussion
because I'm not sure how to resolve it but I do wish I was recognized more."
Another woman describes how her ability to value her own identity as a
mother was challenged by the constructed identity sustained by maternity
benefits policy: "I feel somewhat on the outside of the motherhood experience,
partly because of my early ambivalence, and partly because of adopting. It's been
a challenge to reconstruct my identity as a 'real' mother. Being excluded from
certain benefits by EI regulations doesn't help that any." Another woman reflects
upon her difficulty with the failure of the policy to provide maternity leave
benefits to adoptive mothers, noting the way in which the adoptive mother's role
is diminished by such an exclusion: "And parenting an adopted child can be just
as physically demanding as parenting a biological child". Finally, a woman
expresses the anger she feels about her subjective experience of mothering being
placed outside the reach of the policy. She writes, "I wonder, what the fuck? How
the hell did we do that? How come there was not automatic mat benefit for
artists?"
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The sense of having little value appeared to be related to the worth that is
attributed to caring and homemaking contributions, and also to the very way in
which a subjective identity o f mother' is capable of gaining validity. Some of the
women who experienced this sense of diminishment were cognizant that society
was the context of their experience. Other women examined what occurred to
their worth within the context of a workplace environment. One woman
describes what happened at her workplace after she had children: "My salary
and job responsibilities have suffered because of my decision to have children. I
have three co-workers; two men in their 50s with grown families and one
woman my age who is loudly vocal about her determination to never have
children. I see the interesting parts of my job being handed to her...and my salary
has not been adjusted, even for cost of living, since my first son was born....I
know that there are probably some of you who have suffered from overt
discrimination...it's the 'damning with faint praise' that I've experienced..."
Other job opportunities and advancements were felt to be impacted by
the women's decision to have babies, and the repercussions of leaving the
workplace for the maternity/parental benefits period. A woman describes the
timing of her pregnancy and maternity/parental leave, and the implications this
has had on her ability to build up her career: "I also 'waited' to have kids and
finally got pregnant right in the middle of the upswing of my career. I was only
off for 12 months and missed two wonderful opportunities. Now I feel that I will
be looked over for any other chances because I wasn't around, therefore 'not
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interested'. I feel like I will have to fight tooth and nail to get management to
notice me again."
Another woman recounts a discussion she had had with a group of
professional mothers who were reflecting upon the repercussions of
motherhood on their careers: "I'm in a Mom's group with 7 other women, all of
whom are professionals of one sort or another. All of us, with the exception of
the nurse, have noted how our careers have been treated more lightly by our coworkers now that we have children."
One woman felt the judgment of her worth occurring in the relationships
she needed to build and maintain as part of her employment activities. "I work in
a male-dominated industry - and most of our clients are in small villages in rural
[province) so they have a pretty jaundiced view of working mothers. In many
cases their own wives stayed home with their kids and they are not supportive
of working moms..."
The sense of having diminished value also impacted the context of some
of the mothersvoice women's families. One woman described her desire to
receive maternity benefits so that she could make a financial contribution to the
household. She struggled with this way of conceiving contributions, as it rested
upon a value system that privileged financial contributions over what she was
contributing in terms of caring for children and addressing the household
responsibilities. She reveals the personal challenge she encountered as she
attempted to shift her sense of value and worth: "I am aware of the feeling that I
need/desire to make a financial contribution (presently working on this within
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myself and the notion to entitlement whether or not I'm making a financial
contribution)". The sense that the contributions made by mothers at home are
undervalued also fed into some of the disappointment that characterized one
woman's experience of Mother's Day: "I had the feeling of'I work my ass off for
this family, can we appreciate that for a day?'"
2. Guilt
While there was a recognition of the ways in which the contributions of
mothering activities are undervalued in the different contexts of a woman's life,
there was also a great deal of discussion about guilt. There is a paradox with
regards to this experience of guilt: while on the one hand mothering was felt to
be undervalued, on the other hand it was so essential an experience that women
felt guilty for the activities that took them away from their mothering work.
What is most noteworthy to me about the reflections the mothersvoice women
made about guilt is that these guilt-experiences were limited to the women who
were working.
Some of the guilt revolved around a desire to work outside of the home,
when it would have been possible financially to become a SAHM. In her response
to a question by another participant about guilt, one woman writes, "Where do I
think the guilt comes from? Hard question. Societal expectations, maybe?...there
is still this judgment made of women who decide to work instead of stay home.
At least I feel judged. And I suppose I internalize this judgment and feel guilty for
not living up to what a mommy should be....I feel guilty because being a SAHM
doesn't work for me and I wish it did. Why do I wish it did? Because I am
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conditioned to believe that it is better for my children." One woman was
disturbed by the fact that she was not happy with being a SAHM. She believed
that this was an indication of her adequacy as a mother. As she was discussing
this with some of the other women in mothersvoice, she reflected, "I think I have
come to terms with the fact that I am not cut out to be a SAHM, but I still have
twinges of guilt now and then when I hear about other women who seem to have
found their bliss in doing it. ...that image of the perfect mommy. It makes me
feel...not good enough".
The guilt was the emotional consequence of leaving the responsibilities of
child care and the home to go to a place of employment. The women who
experienced this guilt felt that they were committing some wrong to their
children, which is why their very identity as mother was under siege. One
woman interprets her departure to work as the abandonment of her child: "The
guilt I felt was enormous. Despite the fact that I knew in my heart that I really
did not want to be a SAHM, I couldn't help but feel as though I was abandoning
her. And then I started calculating the number of hours she spent at the dayhome
with a stranger versus the number of waking hours she spent with us and fell
even deeper into the pit of mommy-guilt". Another woman also struggled with
providing her children with childcare outside of her home: "It was me who was
riddled with angst. I hated it the first time when I had to work with a 6 week old
in daycare even though it was in the centre I ran. And when my second, my son,
was 18 months old I hated that I had to put him in daycare so that I could work
part time and we could make ends meet. I was full of guilt. I still am."
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One woman described the guilt she experiences for receiving financial
support by way of maternity benefits. Such guilt may be the consequence of a
societal conception of mothering as being a labour of love. She disclosed, "I have
to admit a bit of stigma to the benefits program. I had taken EI when I moved for
my husband's work and never felt it at the time, but when I had my babies, I
created a bit of distance. I have plenty of friends who are not eligible for benefits,
so I never 'carried on' about mine. Besides, I felt kind of cheap to get in any
manner 'paid' for having my kids. I guess I am just a real mothersguilt addict".
When benefits are conceived of as payment for having children, this mother
began to feel inadequate; somehow her mothering had less to do with love and
more to do with profit.
Another woman was able to relinquish her guilt response when leaving
her child in the morning to go to her place of employment. However, what she
discovered was a guilt related to that! She wrote: "Feeling guilty about not
feeling guilty - I just posted on my blog about the fact that I am not feeling guilty
in the morning when I leave for work". Another woman was also struck by the
extent of her guilt response: "My son is just 4 doors down at a sitters for three
hours a day, and I felt more guilt that I enjoyed my quiet time!"
In contrast, another mothersvoice participant is a SAHM whose part time
employment is conducted at home. She had an exchange with another SAHM
participant who was describing the satisfaction she felt with being a full time
mother. In response, the woman considered her own experience and how guilt
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may or may not be a part of it: "I love being home as well. I don't feel guilty for
taking the time and now only doing a bit of part time work from home".
One of the participants offered her cultural critique of the mommy-guilt
phenomenon: "...the big business of motherhood revolves around guilt. Creating
it. Propogating it. Pretending to solve it. Guilt is the manna for marketers
because they know fulfilled happy people don't buy enough stuff". I would like to
suggest that there is something significant about the fact that the women of the
mothersvoice project had differing experiences of guilt, and that the guilt that
was disclosed was located within the sphere of the employed mother's
experience. While maternity benefits supports (in a limited way) women who
work, the policy parameters and discourse allude to a less-than-wholehearted
support. I suggest that the situation of the employed mother creates a dissonant
experience for this mother. If the Canadian policy continues to sustain a
constructed identity of a mother as being subordinate, willingly immersed in
child-and-home-care, and suspect if carrying any aspirations for marketplace
activity, then the mother who is employed is provided with a begrudging
freedom of choice and an obscured devaluation, straddling the public and
private realms of social life. The result of such a dissonant position may be one of
guilt.
3. Dichotomy
There was some discussion about the dichotomy between the public and
private realms of social life in mothersvoice. One woman discussed how such a
dichotomy creates a rift between mothers: "...there seems to be two camps.
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Women who want to return to work and do so, and those who chose to stay
home. And it seems that we tend to compete with each other, thinking each other
to be lesser parents, or lesser women for the choices we have made. Well, that is
my experience". Such a reflection was echoed on a larger scale in the 2003 issue
of Harper's Index, which found that 66% of the respondents who were employed
mothers believed that SAHMs thought less of them, while 73% of SAHMs
believed employed moms thought less of them (Harper's Magazine, 2003). This
survey demonstrates the suspicion and disconnect that occurs as a result of the
imposition of dichotomous understandings of motherhood. Another woman
reflects an awareness of how obdurate dichotomous thinking can be, as it is
applied to the decisions of mothers, from one generation to the next: "At one
point in time (and not that long ago) the women that chose a career over not
staying home with their children were the ones scrutinized for their
choices....now, if a mother chooses to stay home with her children (and really
this is from my experience and I'm not speaking for the whole country) she is
scrutinized...As has been pointed out as well, there are many possibilities in
between".
Another dichotomy became apparent in the mothersvoice discussions that
seems to be rooted in the public/private duality. If the private realm of social life
is contained to the home front, characterized by domestic concerns and
immersion in the care of others (in the sake of the current conversation,
children, specifically), then its dichotomous alternative would be a public realm
that is characterized by personal ambition and the prerogatives of the
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marketplace. Such a dichotomy supports the construction of the mother who is
ensconced both in the home and in the unwavering engagement in meeting the
needs of others. Of this mother construction, one woman states, "I can't stand
Mother's Day, not because of the pressure but because I just don't see myself
reflected in it. Advertisers paint this picture of motherhood that is just so far
from my experience of it. It's like an ad for Medieval Times I've heard on the
radio lately, 'Dad wants action, the kids want excitement, Mom wants something
the whole family can do together.' Seriously? That's my only care? Thanks for
erasing every last ounce of my individual identity and making it all about
everyone else, once again. Sigh".
For some of the women in the mothersvoice project, the dichotomous
perception became a characteristic of their own discourse. As they described
experiences of motherhood, a divide was forged between "mother" and,
interestingly, "me". For example, one woman writes about her circle of friends,
and remarks, "Of the friends I have maintained without children...when I spend
time with them that is the ME time". Similarly, another woman wrote, "My
husband and father are fantastic. When they each get home, they take care of my
Son while I go and have time to just me".
Another woman describes some of the realizations she has reached after
a few years of motherhood: "...when I had kids I thought I knew a lot about what
I planned for them. And I did. What I never planned for was me". Another woman
described what her experience has been of having children in a second
relationship, one decade after having children for the first time. While she enjoys
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many of the positive elements of this experience, she also makes an admission: "I
have to be truthful though and admit that like everything with women, there
were contradictions - for example, because I am older now, most of my friend's
kids are also older and they have a lot more freedom - freedom that I envy and
often crave (freedom to have adult relationships, to take trips with their spouses,
to have careers, etc.). I feel the press of time now and after 25 years of living with
and taking care of others, I feel anxious to be 'on my own', taking care of no one
but myself. Her statements support the conception that the mother identity and
the self are distinct from one another. Such a distinction is worthy of much
further exploration: What are the elements of the "me" that the women were
referring to? Is the effect of an oppositional binary one of paring a mother
identity down to a set of tasks? With such an effect, how is it that the women
could experience motherhood as an identity? If the mother is experienced as no
more than a series of tasks, how does the maintenance and participation in a
motherblog get processed? These questions describe an exploration that is
beyond the scope of the current study, but constitute an extended exploration of
the lived experience of oppositional binaries.
There were some women in the conversation who seemed to be
attempting to transcend the divide, and, thereby, challenge the dichotomous way
of understanding an identity of mother. One woman remarks about how she was
able to find resolution for the ambivalence she was feeling about becoming a
mother: "The spectre of sacrifice in motherhood was so strong for me....And
when I understood that [that it was important to take care of herself), it felt safe
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to have kids, knowing that I could still hold myself within that task and identity".
Another woman described a similar discovery of the fallibility of the motherhood
dichotomy. She wrote, "I thought motherhood would change me such that my
only interest and pursuits and cares would be those related to motherhood.
What I have discovered is that I am still the me I was before I became a mother".
Another mothersvoice participant contributed a challenge to the conception
of distinct public and private realms. She suggested that the dichotomy is
complicated and false, but in ways that are not of benefit to mothers. "There is no
tidy separation between work and home. Another reason why I feel that
happiness in my career can't help but improve my mothering. As well, I don't
know whether the home is or isn't a private domain, but parenting never is. Our
actions and decisions are constantly under scrutiny whether it's by family
members, teachers, other parents at the park or of children from our child's
school or even by society at large when it's not directed at an individual, per se,
but at a movement or ideology that makes the news on occasion. I was on the
postsecret blog a few weeks ago and was struck by a postcard that said
something like, 'trust me, it's your fault your kids are fat'. And the thing that
really and truly irks me is that nine times out often - according to my very
rigorous meta-analysis :) - the person blamed is the mother. Unless a father has
explicitly been involved in harming a child - usually in the case of abuse anything that the public concludes is a result of bad parenting usually comes
down to bad mothering".
A public/private dichotomy achieves what all binaries do: the creation of
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mutually exclusive geographies that are inequitably valued. Such binaries, by
privileging public marketplace activity, support constructions of identity that
can have little to do with real lived subjective identity. By exploring the ways in
which constructed identity and subjective identity interact and mutually
influence one another, a space is carved out which Foster (2005) refers to as a
"third space" or an "in-between". This is a space where there is tension and
movement between public life and private life, a way of thinking that is able to
address everyday/everynight life (Smith, 2001). Even the passage of time can be
experienced as non-linear in such a space. There were a number of references to
time in the discussion, fascinating enough to have created another exploration
about time and the identity encounter, and its "third space". Foster writes that
existence in the third space "requires that we recognize the opposing tensions
that keep us in motion but resist the idea that we need to fix on one position-we
are always in motion in the "in-between" (Foster, 2005:78).
4. Feeling fortunate
When life is bounded to one of two locations, divides are created.
Dichotomies are the ground upon which inequity rests, as dichotomies create
mutually exclusive territories which are disparately valued. The value that is
applied to each side of the duality is ideologically-based, supportive of and
supported by constructions of identity and truth. Simply put, dichotomies
alienate lives from one another. In my investigation of the mothersvoice
conversations, I have been struck by the ways in which the participant mothers
were actively engaging themselves in encounters. The mothersvoice blog site was
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itself a multi-layered encounter, and the narratives contained and displayed the
encounters of the women's lives beyond the blog. While the analytical work that
was done with maternity benefits policy included an acknowledgement of how
the policy and its discourse served to alienate, I noted the efforts of the women
to encounter one another in ways that did not alienate.
One of the'strategies of non-alienation'that I interpreted in the
conversations throughout the mothersvoice discussion was a regular and
frequent acknowledgement of the fortune with which the women were able to
experience aspects of their lives. These 'fortunate events' were not portrayed as
personal, individualized achievements; rather they were good fortune, good luck,
things for which to be grateful, and an awareness that it was privilege that could
not be taken for granted or assumed to be accessible to all mothers. Without
such an awareness of privilege, inequities are actually magnified by the
pretension that there is equal opportunity. A number of women wrote about the
benefits they received, expressing, at the same time, an awareness of other
mothers who did not have the same access to benefits because of their
employment situation or the policies of their countries. One woman writes about
her topup benefits: "I was very fortunate to get the full mat benefits for a year,
plus a top up for the year from my employer. I tend not to brag about it too often
because there are so many women out there that don't have the same
opportunity". It is interesting to me that she would find it boastful to talk about
her benefits. Bragging is a communicative act that can set the bragger apart from
others, to actually place the bragger above others. For this woman, to talk about
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the full benefits that she received would have been a way in which she would
have felt her self to be placed apart from other mothers, since she was well
aware that not all mothers have the opportunity to receive similar benefits for a
full year. She refrained from talking about her benefits because it would have felt
to her as if she were forging a disconnect between herself and other mothers.
Another woman writes, "Luckily I had options...another privilege that I
know not everyone has". In acknowledging the way in which her circumstances
fit the requirements of maternity benefits policy, another woman reflects, "Who
am I? I am the perfect example of the perfect applicant for mat benefits. I am a
white, educated, married, middle class, career woman. Do I feel privileged to
have received the benefits? YES!" Yet another woman remarks, "I actually have a
number of options to choose from...I can prioritize and rank them. What a lucky
place to be in!" Another woman wrote, "...from a policy standpoint, I had it
made. I know lots of other women in my shoes...that do not have it so good",
these statements indicate to me an awareness of others, as well as a desire to
stay engaged with the experiences of others, which would require a nonjudgmental awareness of difference.
Some other women expanded their discussion to include a reference to
luck rather than good fortune. "Thankfully I work for the Federal Government, so
I was able to take time off for appointments....We were lucky when it came to
maternity benefits. As I said, I work for the government, so I get a top up", writes
one woman. In response to my question about how the woman felt as she read
the policy as a potential recipient of the benefits, another woman wrote, "Like
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my uterus is the golden ticket! Whooo Hooo!" Another woman writes in her
narrative, "One of the great things about working for the ....government is that
they give you a top-up up to 96% of your salary for 8 months while you are on
leave. It felt like we had struck the lottery!" By attributing maternity benefits to
luck, these women amplified their intention to reject an individualistic or
moralistic account of the benefits they received. In other words, by likening their
experience to sheer luck of the draw, these women reject that it was simply
personal achievement and/or higher moral ground that had determined the
receipt of their benefits.
Some of the women brought in references to their good fortune as they
described aspects of their mothering experiences other than maternity benefits
policy. Such references seemed to function as acknowledgements that some of
these experiences had been a source of pain or difficulty for other mothers. For
example, one woman notes her good fortune with regards to the conception of
her daughter, thereby leaving space in her narrative for the stories of women
who must include infertility in their mother stories. She also, in her narrative,
clears a space for mothers who work in less ideal circumstances than hers, and
whose decisions are shaped by financial constraints. She recounts, "We were
very fortunate that we conceived our daughter very quickly ....I felt very
fortunate that I worked for a company that...provided me with disability
insurance, absence from work did not affect my maternity benefits. ...we have
been very lucky that in the last two years they have achieved a level of success
that has left us financially comfortable....my heart goes out to those women who
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are unable to make the same decision I did....Right now, my sole job is raising my
daughter, a position I never expected to find myself in, but feel incredibly
lucky...to have landed here....I guess I just feel grateful, that while we may have
our own difficulties, and stay-at-home parenting comes with its own challenges,
that I am not under the strain of that juggling act". Other women were also able,
in their stories of pregnancy and complication-free childbirth, to make room for
the stories of women whose experiences may have included the distress of
infertility and medical crisis: "I got lucky and daughter M was born...", writes one
woman, while another states, "The birth was smooth, with a midwife at home no complications, I can't believe how lucky I was".
Another woman, in the recounting of her narrative, referenced good
fortune and made room for the possibility of narratives of mothers who are
living with fewer accessible community resources: "I am an extremely fortunate
person. I live in a community that has great maternity wards at the hospitals.
Had access to a midwife. Was able to take a year maternity leave and have that
whole year topped up to 93% by my employer. While on leave, I had access to
wonderful drop in community playgroups, an excellent social support network
and Well Baby clinics. We had it all". Another woman leaves room for the
narratives of mothers who are not able to secure good childcare, and, thus,
included in her tale is a nation's narrative about inadequate childcare options.
She wrote: "I was lucky enough to get a daycare space in a group daycare at my
workplace".
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Some of the women described the challenges that were particular to their
experience of motherhood, and the ways that they had addressed the challenges.
By referring to good fortune in their stories, they resisted the effect of taking
individual responsibility, and, thereby, acknowledged the women who may not
have been able to address similar challenges with similar success. They were
also able to include more people as protagonists in their stories of survival. In
describing her struggle with PPD, one woman remarked, "I was fortunate to be
able to get some help and worked my way through it". Another woman, whose
narrative also included PPD, wrote that she was able to move through her
depression because she was "thankfully able to attend free workshops...". In her
narrative, another mother recounted the hardship of living in poverty. She
wrote, "I am very grateful that we get by by the skin of our teeth financially". By
expressing gratitude, she acknowledges the very real possibility that in poverty,
families do not always get by, especially by such a narrow margin. With such an
acknowledgement, this mother has given consideration to other women and
families living in poverty who may not be getting by to the same extent that her
and her family were.
5. Cyberspace/Communities/Knowledge/Insight/Transformation
When a narrative is told that makes room for the narratives of others, the
storyteller is acknowledging a context or continuum: she locates her story as an
aspect of a whole. The inter-subjectivity of the conversations of mothersvoice
reflect a complexity that includes the women who are in the conversation and
women who are not literally in the conversation, but for whom room has been
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carved out by the recognition of the possibilities of their stories. The desire to
connect, to be available for encounter becomes apparent with the ways the
women acknowledge one another, in phantom form and otherwise.
The fact that the women invested as much time and energy in the
mothersvoice project [five months and one hundred and fourteen pages of
printed conversation) suggests that there was some form of compensation
available simply by being a participant in the discussion. I speculate that
mothersvoice provided another inter-subjective experience. As I considered the
inter-subjectivities that the women were referring to throughout the project, it
became apparent that there were connections and transformations occurring as
a result of these inter-subjective fields. For a number of the participants,
cyberspace and blogging communities were the fields of inter-subjectivity,
spaces which served the dual purpose of providing validation for their subjective
experience while at the same time connecting to others who could be a
community that could accept ~ a community to which the mother could feel a
sense of belonging, even when her subjective experience may have alienated her
from other inter-subjective fields.
In the analysis of the maternity benefits policy and its discourse, it was
revealed that there were a number of aspects of the policy and its expression
that served to alienate. In the encounter with the mother that is represented by
the policy (or, in other words, the identity of the mother that is constructed by
the policy) women are alienated through exclusion, subordination and the
support of the public/private dichotomy. With such an analysis in mind, the
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connection-forming activities of the women become particularly significant. The
creation of community and inter-subjective fields de-alienates, and creates,
instead, a sense of belonging that is built upon principles of inclusion.
For example, one woman describes what she was able to experience
through her blog that was a conscious exercise of both subjectivity and intersubjectivity. She wrote, "Staring at a window and longing and wanting to throw
your baby out; it doesn't always make you many friends. Except online, where
other women have been there and worse. I've had the odd person call me a
monster, and that's fine. I've thought and wanted to do some monstrous things.
But I didn't, and that matters, and I find it important to put it out there for others
- not so much for me, but for other 'me's' out there. I think women are VERY
accepting, when they let themselves be, when they understand that while they
wouldn't necessarily do certain things, they can grasp and empathize with
people who might need or want to. Online sees that to be a much more
transparent but freeing world, where we let ourselves be the people we SHOULD
be, instead of the people real life makes us. And I think my experiences are not
abnormal, and others have responded to that as well".
Another woman felt alienated from some of her existing communities
because of the death of her infant. She went into the hospital to become a
mother. She left the hospital as a mother, but without her live baby to bring
home. The papers she had filled out in anticipation of maternity benefits, the
mother-to-be status she carried within her community of friends and coworkers, and the students she worked with who would surely expect to see the
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photo of her baby were the aspects of a community that could not respond to her
infant's death in a way that was adequate. Her subjective experience as a mother
alienated her from the motherhood that calls for celebration and joy. Instead, she
sought out an alternative field of inter-subjectivity, where her particular
experience had a place and a voice: "I have also found a great deal of solace in
the internet mom community. I have a small group of other women now that I
consider my friends, even though we've never met. I feel like I can be myself with
them and not be judged".
The public/private dichotomy had an alienating effect on many of the
women's lives. The period of time spent caring for an infant was described as
isolating. Once again, a number of the women in mothersvoice created and/or
joined a community as a way of resisting the isolating effects of early
motherhood. One woman declared, "All I can say is thank heavens for the
blogosphere. Nothing has helped me deal with the isolation of motherhood quite
like the community of mothers I have found online". Another woman described
the isolation as an experience that is further alienating because it seemed to only
be understood with first-hand experience: "You just can't have any
comprehension until you are in it and trying to explain does the frustration,
depression and exhaustion no justice. That is why the community that you have
found on the internet is so amazing because there is such peace in knowing that
everyone just gets it".
One woman felt a sense of alienation because she was an adoptive
mother. The policy and other social constructions of motherhood seem to
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demote the experience of adoptive parenting. She resisted exclusion by creating
a community for herself where she could experience a sense of belonging. She
described the experience by writing, "So playgroups are scary things, doubly so
because I can't bond over birth and breastfeeding stories with other moms. But I
have my little network of close friends and other adoptive parents who make me
feel included".
The significant transformation that these inter-subjective fields facilitated
was the experience of belonging. Other transformations resulted, as well.
Women learned things from one another that they had not known or even put
consideration into before. One woman, a SAHM, was surprised to learn about an
aspect of employed parenting. She wrote, "My girlfriend is having a big issue
with her boss as she needs to pick up her kids from school (at 11:30 for the
kindergartner and 2:30 for the older boy) and get them to their after school care.
Who knew that kids needed to commute? It never occurred to me!"
The mothersvoice conversation was another collective space where new
ideas and knowledge were experienced. One woman stated, "I find this blog is
bringing me to be more in touch with the various challenges that are out there".
Another woman remarked, "i can see that participating in this discussion is
going to make me examine some things about my life that I may have been
ignoring [denying?) up to this point". This was her response to some of the
questions that were directed to her after she had introduced herself to the group.
During the collective policy analysis, some of the women remarked to one
another about the new knowledge they were gaining from the shared analysis.
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One woman wrote to another, "You have really enlightened me with how
graduate programs can function in relation to women and mothering. I really
had no idea". Another wrote, "I had no idea that women who've lost infants
qualify for benefits, but I'm really glad they do" after reading some of the
comments. Yet another woman added, "You are so right that it is totally unfair
not to receive mat benefits for self-employment. I can't believe I never knew
that".
5. Mirroring, Validating, Admiring Responses
The creation of community is an active exercise. There were gestures that
the women of mothersvoice made to one another that clearly were forging
connection and clarifying a place of value for each of the members. I was
impacted by the amount of connecting efforts that were being made. The women
responded to one another with statements that were mirroring of one another,
or validating and admiring.
Some of the mirroring statements were simply appending a "too" and an
"also" to their remarks, in this way clarifying that their statements were joining
with another participant's statements, articulating a shared experience, common
ground. "I felt the same...", or "isn't it?" served a similar purpose. It was as if lines
were being strung between particular women's contributions to the
conversation, so that the inter-subjectivity became a complex interweave within
the larger weave of the mothersvoice community.
One woman very distinctly named the shared experience, by elaborating
on the common ground, and by contributing this as a post that stood on its own,
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simply as a statement to the one woman she was addressing. She wrote, "Crazy
how similar some of our mother story is hm?...I just wanted to let you know that
you're not alone and to say hi!" This post initiated a back-and-forth between the
two women that became a part of the larger pattern of the conversation, an
interaction that all of the participants became involved in, even simply as
witnesses.
The women of mothersvoice also forged ties with one another by
expressing admiration. One woman wrote, "I imagine you must be a strong
person now making it through all of that" in response to another woman's
narrative. "You seem like a very strong woman", remarked another woman, and
another expressed her admiration when a woman shared how she had made
some very significant changes in her life: "I think it was so brave of you". The
personal messages of high regard served the function of inviting the
contributions of the mothers, thus validating the presence of the women who
were participating in the conversation. "I love this attitude!" was responded to
with, "There is a tone to your story that is so uplifting and beautiful".
Some of the validating and admiring statements were also directed to the
whole group, acknowledging the whole conversation as a place of value. One
woman remarked, "Thanks...for your great comments". Another woman clarified
the community as a space that offered a sense of belonging when she wrote, "...I
just wanted to touch base to say that I'm really enjoying reading everyone's
stories and can identify something I relate to in every one!" Similarly, another
woman described the positive experience that the conversation was providing
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her: "It's great to have all these windows into different lives and experiences",
thereby recognizing the inter-subjectivities that were occurring, not valued for
the homogeneity, but rather for the plurality of the space. Along the same lines,
a woman wrote, "I just love reading everyone's story. I find that every time I read
something else, I think of more things that I could say". Another woman
expressed gratitude for an inter-subjective field that could clear space for her
subjective experience: "I am glad you could come and see my story".
C. Summary: Divergence, Creativity and Transformation
There were a number of ways in which the mothersvoice participants'
experience of motherhood diverged with the ideology that the maternity
benefits policy was supporting and sustaining. For example, and most
prominently, many of the women did not have strong enough relationships with
the marketplace, and, therefore, did not have the financial stability that was part
of the constructed mother identity of the policy. This instability occurred
because of employment that was not professional enough to provide adequate
benefits, wage/salary and top-up, because of solo relationship status, and
unemployed spouses. The subjective motherhood experience also diverged from
the policy's constructed motherhood because the policy's construction provided
such a narrow motherhood experience, not accounting for childcare needs after
the benefit period, missed advancement opportunities that come with absences
from the workforce and family needs, and for those years spent preparing a solid
career path: a substantial share of a woman's childbearing years. There was also
a large gap between the construction of motherhood and the subjective
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experience of motherhood as containing distress, crisis, grief and exhaustion.
While the policy is a component of a larger insurance program that also
considers sickness and injury, the trauma of labour and sleep deprivation, for
example, are absent from the atmosphere created by the policy discourse, which
is unemotional, businesslike, and pragmatic.
While the responses to such a dissonance between constructed and
subjective identity of motherhood included guilt, sadness and dichotomous
thinking, there were also responses that were creative, transformative and even
political. For example, a number of women discarded with a lifestyle that was
fuelled by product consumption, the premise of which necessitates marketplace
participation and financial prosperity. Rather, these women chose a life of
simplicity, interrogating the motives of capitalism as they impacted their
mothering experiences, and easing the financial difficulties by re-assessing and
downsizing their household budgets. Their decisions are decidedly political
when conceived of as a resistance to the capitalist directive to consume and
accumulate.
What was a most noteworthy response was the extending of the
relationship network to move beyond the linear 'state <--> mother' that is
established with maternity benefits policy. A number of the women
acknowledged the extensive relationship networks they were immersed in extended families, friendships, congregations, support programs and spouses.
Additionally, the blogging community was identified as an invaluable resource.
When the systemic field opens up in such a way, the mother is able to step
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outside of an exclusive and subordinate relationship with the state. She steps
into a collective and inter-subjective space that transcends the state <--> mother
parameters. When these parameters can be transcended, the construction of
motherhood that is upheld by and with the maternity benefits policy is also
transcended. In an encounter that now can also include other intersubjectivities, subjective identity can be exercised in a field that is complex,
collective and reciprocally engaged with a number of mother identities,
including the constructed identity of motherhood. Within the inter-subjective
field, a mother is able to gain information that can reveal the implications of the
construction of motherhood. For example, one of the SAHMs had never
considered that school-aged children need to be provided with transportation
during a typical workday, a logistical conundrum that creates difficulty for the
employed mother. The inter-subjective space provides the potential for critical
consciousness, collection revelation and a subjective mother identity. There is
room for agency and potential for social change.
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Chapter 7
The Evaluation Stage
The final stage of the mothersvoice project involved an evaluation by the
participants of the process. Ten women out of 27 responded with their
evaluations of the project. Their responses were varied. While some women
wished to have had a less structured conversation that could evolve in whatever
direction it moved in, other women were excited about a guided exploration and
research that could involve them and the researcher in a relationship that moved
toward transparency.
A. Witnessing
The women reported having appreciated participating in a co-analysis of
the narratives, particularly as it was an exercise of being witnessed or seen. One
woman described of the experience of reading the analysis of her narrative,
which had been conducted by at least one other participant: "It made me feel
distanced from my own story, but also appreciative of being seen and considered
by another". Another woman found the experience to be "very positive,
enlightening", and another noted the supportive manner in which the analyses
were done. One woman wrote, "it was exciting to see me through someone else's
eyes".

B. Transformation
The experience of the mothersvoice conversation provided some
opportunity for transformation in terms of insight and realization. Some of the
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women noted the learning that had occurred during the project. One woman
wrote, "I discovered a lot about myself, my parenting politics, and socio-family
philosophy. I learned a lot about diversity of family history...in a Canadian
context. Mothersvoice really surprised me in terms of the historical data that
individuals brought to their prescient stories". One participant felt that the
discussion helped her to "discover the overlap between identity created through
policy and how that feeds a cultural and individual identity". Another participant
found the policy analysis work to be "disturbing" as there were many things she
did not know. She stated, "I learned a lot from this process". Another woman
found the process interesting: "It highlighted for me the inequity (e.g. selfemployed mothers, adoptive mothers) that some women face". Yet another
woman described insight she gained about the policy and also about herself. She
wrote of the policy document, "it was eye opening to really look at it, think about
the language and how its parameters might affect other women. I always though
it was so wonderful, but now I see that it isn't so wonderful for all women, that
we are not all treated equally". In terms of the entire conversation, she wrote, "I
was introduced to some incredible women and was given insight on my own
story".

C. An Inter-Subjective Field
The inter-subjectivity of the project was also noted. One woman
described the group of mothers as a "wide ranging assembly of voices". Another
woman wrote, "I felt part of a larger whole". One woman expressed the sense of
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worth and belonging that mothersvoice had facilitated: "(It was) a place where I
could tell the story of my experience of motherhood (especially as it relates to EI
benefits) and have it acknowledged as important and valid" (parenthesis mine).
Another woman described mothersvoice as an opportunity to interact and
explore with other mothers "the impact that EI maternity/parental leave policy
has on our lives". Another woman stated, "I enjoyed the community that was
created in mothersvoice".
D. Blog-Based Research
While some of the women felt that the blog was a cumbersome venue in
which to carry the discussion (many threads to try to keep track of, due to the
number of women involved in the project), other women felt that the blog was
preferable to what they had expected from other research projects, where they
would be observed or given multiple-choice questions to answer. One woman
worried that the blog may have been too easy: "at times, I worried that I didn't
have enough commitment. (I blame the breeziness of the medium as a
fundamental barrier to my feeling I was not taking the project seriously enough.
TOO EASY)".

E. Researcher Role
The women evaluated my role positively. They reported that they had
experienced me as an encouraging facilitator who guided the conversation
forward. One woman wrote, "I believe having you guide us (without directing
our answers) was instrumental in kicking off the discussions". While I was
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evidently the researcher who was gleaning as much information as possible from
the conversation, the women were appreciative of the presence I had in
mothersvoice as another mother. Of my participation in the conversations, one
woman wrote, "I enjoyed that part. I felt like we got to know you". Another
woman wrote of my presence as a participant, "I think it made the project more
relevant, rather than having an arbitrary outsider/non-mother trying to
understand the multi-layers of motherhood".
F. Structured Analytical Work
Some of the women expected a more casual encounter, and were not
expecting the intensive analytical work that occurred. They continued to stay
involved in the project, even as they struggled with the 'academic' nature of the
conversation. One woman, in response to the question, "What was it like to look
closely at the policy document, exploring for a motherhood ideology/identity"?,
wrote, "Having always found the EI policy statements unnecessarily obfuscating
and anxiety-driving, I found it kind of intimidating at first, because delving into
those documents always makes me feel intimidated and inadequate...which I
tend to believe is their intent. Then, as I began to assess the discourse of the
document, I felt a power reversal, wherein I got to be the judge of the document
rather than the other way 'round"! Another woman wrote, "I didn't expect it to
be so intimidating to respond to the policy document". Another woman wrote
that mothersvoice met her expectations, and wrote, "[I) was happy that I could
contribute to more areas than I initially thought I would". Another woman
described her role, with regards to the structure of the project, "I came to see
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myself as a fellow researcher as I realized that I wasn't only blogging my own
feelings/interpretations". One woman referred to the analytical focus of the
study requiring more time and consideration than she was able to provide on a
consistent basis: "Another factor is the intellectual 'weight' of the discussion
required some time to digest comments and articulate a response. In postponing
my responses to allow time for reflection, sometimes the responses didn't get
posted at all".
G. Time
The women were generally impressed (and worried) about the
commitment that involvement in mothersvoice required of them. However, they
continued to participate, even if in less active ways. For example, one woman
wrote about her role in the project, "My own role was to contribute to the
discussions, offer feedback when required, and learn from the dialogue. Sadly, I
did not participate in the first two points as much as I had anticipated; however,
I certainly accomplished the third. I was often a lurker, but not too often a
commenter".
For a number of the women, time constraints significantly impacted their
experience of mothersvoice. One woman wrote, "As busy as we all are, having to
set aside the more significant amount of time I felt was needed to dedicate to the
project, I simply was unwilling to do that. (God, I'm so selfish. Sorry Trish)".
Another woman wrote, "I didn't realize how much work it would be and once I
returned to work and returned to a full and hectic workload, I neglected the
forum and for that I am sorry". Yet another woman stated, "Time was an issue
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for me. The questions or exercises that were asked of us I found had to be done
in larger chunks of time than I would have originally intended. To get myself
across in a way that I thought was meaningful had me sitting down for an hour
or two at a time instead of 10 minutes here or there".

H. Diminishing Rates of Participation
Participatory action research requires a great deal in terms of
participation. With mothersvoice, the conversation extended over five months,
and the posts were in response to some specific and sometimes challenging
tasks. There were diminishing rates of response as the project moved into its last
two stages. The diminishing rates had a great deal to do, I believe, with a) the
time and thought that was being asked of the women, during b] summer months,
when all the children were home from school, with vacations and summer
schedules to accommodate. Several women described the remorse they
experienced at participating less frequently toward the end, mostly due to their
family's schedules. Diminishing rates of participation are a PAR issue, as
Leischner (2004, referenced in Rutman et. al, 2005) notes in an
acknowledgement of the struggle to keep participants actively involved in all the
stages of a research project and in retaining participants for the length of a PAR
project. While the rate of active participation decreased in the later stages, there
were still many visits being made to mothersvoice during those stages1, which
suggests that there was still involvement, but in a more passive manner.
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I am impressed with the contributions that were made to mothersvoice
throughout the entire project. I was intensely aware of the commitment that the
women had made to the project, as is demonstrated by the ten out of twenty
seven evaluations that were returned when the main directive of the project was
already complete.

I. Possibilities
A number of the women expressed a desire for the mothersvoice
conversation to continue, with different foci and structures. One woman wrote
about the research effort that mothersvoice was, "I hope that this innovative
method for research is repeated". Another woman wrote, "I'd like to see
mothersvoice develop into something more organic. It is definitely a conversation
worth having. It would be blow-your-mind perfect if governments and policy
makers would take a close look at real women discussing what it is like to raise a
family in today's Canada". Another woman wondered what would happen if
mothersvoice occurred again.
Some of the other women wanted mothersvoice to become a document that
could be provided to policy makers or academics for feedback and consideration.
Another woman, while skeptical of the research process, also desired action to
be taken with the project. She expressed her skepticism of the research process
when she wrote, "Sometimes I'm tired of having to overanalyze everything in life
- we have terrible policy that will never change until we have committed women
in power, period. All the analysis in the world about who or what I am as a
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mother won't change that, and it angers me". She hoped for more from the
mothersvoice project, but with seemingly low hopes when she described what
she would like to see happen with the project: "More than just another study in
the dusty stacks".

a

The blog site recorded and displayed the number of times mothersvoice was

visited. As this was a closed blog, the visitors could only have been the
participants.
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Chapter 8
Concluding Remarks and Possible Implications
A. Implications
The implications of this research study are relevant to social work
practice along the many dimensions of its focus. Dominelli (2002), in her
exploration of non-oppressive social work practice, describes one of the effects
of oppression as that of attacking identity at its core. Such oppression occurs
when a socially constructed identity is presented as all-natural, and, most
significantly, as inferior. She describes a continuum that moves from oppressive
to anti-oppressive to non-oppressive, and explores that ways in which
individuals can find themselves in many places on this continuum, depending
upon the nature of the relationship they are involved in at any particular
moment. Dominelli describes three major forms of power: "power over", which
exists in relations of dominance; "power to", which exists in relations that carry
the potential to enact transformative power; and "power of, which exists in
relations that draw on collective strength. These different forms of power exist
at different locations on the continuum of oppression. Dominelli calls upon social
workers to strive for a practice that is non-oppressive, characterized by
relationships where collective strength can be accessed. As social workers, we
must participate in power-sharing efforts that respond to the whole person, she
writes, and we must also attend to the processes with which we participate in .
people's lives. Non-oppressive practice entails the interrogation of unfair law,
the exposure of inequitable policies and practices, and a willingness to replace
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these unjust processes with non-oppressive alternatives. With Dominelli's work
in mind, I see some of the implications of the mothersvoice project. This project
has examined the effects of a constructed identity, as well as the value of
subjective identity and the potential of the inter-subjective field, from which
collective strength can be drawn.
Bach (2002) explores the possibilities of collective strength in his paper
"Social Inclusion as Solidarity". His work examines the ways in which individuals
are excluded from full citizenship when their ability to participate socially,
culturally, politically and economically in all societal institutions is diminished.
He describes the necessity for solidarity in order to guarantee social inclusion.
He is particularly interested in the ways in which individuals can be recognized
in a valuable way by one another and by societal institutions. It is only through
this valuable recognition, Bach contends, that social inclusion can occur, and that
the process of marginalization and exclusion can be reversed. Paying particular
attention to children's rights, he states that the analysis in his paper "raises a
challenge to create new public spaces where the lives and realities of children
and their families can be witnessed, where testimony can be given, where a new
commitment to invest can take root. It is in these acts of recognition that the
other... comes to make an ethical difference, where new social bonds can be
woven across the differences that divide" (2002:3). He contends that a full
understanding of social inclusion can only be had when there is first a thorough
conceptualization of valued recognition. His concept of valued recognition
involves the act of witnessing, of testimony, and of new social bonds. Such

271

concepts reflect the efforts of the participants of mothersvoice to tell their stories
and to locate themselves, to immerse their stories in an inter-subjective field and
also to clear space within their stories for the narratives of others, and, finally, to
discover and sustain inter-subjective fields with the belief that they are a place of
potential. The efforts of social workers to create and support just practice arid
policy becomes relevant then to the testimony of subjectivity, the witnessing and
commitment that occurs in inter-subjectivity, and the new opportunities that can
evolve out of valued recognition.
Valued recognition, most importantly, can pose a significant challenge to
practices that serve to 'other'. 'Othering' refers to the consequences of public
spaces, institutions, legislature, policy, macro and micro practices that
marginalize individuals, families and groups. A concern with 'othering' is
pertinent to all social work practice, as the exercise of'othering' is the
foundation of unjust social practices. 'Othering' is an exercise that alienates; it is
a means of disconnection. The policy analysis that occurred in mothersvoice was
a collective identification of the ways in which a policy and its discourse
alienated mothers from one another, from the State and society, and from their
subjective experience. The response, resistant and creative, involved movement
towards de-alienated space: an inter-subjective field which was transformative
in its engendering of a sense of belonging and a development of critical
awareness.
Nancy Fraser (2000) is concerned that when recognition is subsumed
into an identity politics, injustice at a social level gets overlooked. She suggests
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ways in which we could consider recognition and redistribution. She has an
opponent in Axel Honneth (1995), and the debate between these two theorists
has been ongoing for a number of years now (Honneth & Fraser, 2003). Honneth
is very inspired by the work of Hegel and object-relations as a self-psychology.
Honneth interprets Hegel's philosophy to be primarily convinced by the masterslave dyad, and discusses recognition as something that must occur between
parent and child. All mis-recognitions that occur at the social level are
extrapolations of this initial dyad.
Lois McNay (2008) has examined the debate between Fraser and
Honneth, and this is where I begin to find strong relevance to my study. She
suggests that while Honneth privileges a subjective description of recognition,
thereby under-evaluating socially sustained power relations of imbalance,
Fraser privileges an objective description of recognition, thereby underevaluating the psychological experience and importance of recognition. McNay
suggests that creative agency gets lost in these dualistic stances, so that we
cannot explain social action that can alter power relations and social
constructions, nor can we explain psychic trauma and, importantly, resilience.
McNay is not convinced that a recognition politics needs to occur, and
invites her readers instead to continue in a pursuit of identity politics. As I read
her work, I was struck once more with how identity and knowledge are
described in such parallel ways. Identity can be as bound in power relations as
can knowledge. In a reconsideration of the concept of recognition, I would
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suggest that recognition is another way of knowledge, and, is, as well, bound up
in power relations.
Judith Butler (2005) has also written extensively about recognition, and
connects it to the identity process. She draws heavily upon Adriana Cavarero,
whose work is inspired by Hannah Arendt. Cavarero (2005) has developed a
philosophy of voice, while stressing how profoundly a part of the identity
process is the ability of someone to speak to the question, "Who are you?"
In the mothersvoice research project, the analysis that was conducted on
the maternity benefits policy revealed a recognition of mothers as subordinate,
dependent, suspect, and their childbirth as an illness, an interference. Such misrecognition is sustained by power relations that serve the interests of a neoliberal economy. Such mis-recognition results in both psychic damage AND
economic and social standing damage. Within an inter-subjective field, however,
the mis-recognition is not total, and there is room for change, as mothers expose
themselves to others, and the inter-subjective field begins to respond to these recognitions. Butler (2005) acknowledges that when an identity is imposed upon
an individual, an ethical violence has been done against that individual. But, she
asserts, we do not remain victims, exposed to one ethical violence after another
due to social life. We have the ability and the responsibility to give an account of
ourselves. And the interplay that brings transformation to the inter-subjective
field, to subjective experience, and to socially constructed experience is
continuous and active, even politically so. I am referring here to more than a
motherhood construction. Identity is the encounter and response between
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subjective and constructed experience. A way of involvement has been explored
in this study that constitutes the facilitation of an encounter that acknowledges
the breadth and depth of the encounter experience. Agency, inter-subjectivity,
critical consciousness are the transformative possibilities of such an encounter,
and include an exploration of the constructing effects of social events such as
social policy.
As a social worker, I can understand identity to be the interplay between
subjective experience, constructed experience, and a response that is intersubjective and transformative. I can recognize the ways in which alienation,
exclusion, oppression and marginalization occur. I can respond by facilitating the
development or enrichment of inter-subjective space. I can commit myself to the
task of recognizing individuals and groups in valuable ways, through active
witnessing, or, to borrow a phrase from Ettinger (2001), by consciously
positioning myself inside my encounters as wit(h)ness, when my witnessing and
my accompaniment are equally strong imperatives in my social work
relationships.

B. In Summary
While one of the participants directed me to do something with this
research project other than allow it to gather dust on a bookshelf, there is the
possibility that action has already occurred. The sense of having taken action
depends heavily on the ways in which action is defined. Perhaps, if I were to
consider the words of Hannah Arendt [1952), the mothersvoice conversation has
been political action, in that the study facilitated the revelation of particular
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experiences in an environment of plurality. At the same time, I am intrigued and
even energized by the participant's directive. When there is reciprocity of
influence between that which is constructed and that which is subjective, it
becomes possible to shift a constructed identity via an exercise in subjectivity.
The constructing influence of policy fails to be total with such a consideration of
identity. With reciprocity in influence between constructed and subjective
identities, subjectivity becomes active and revelatory, subjectivity becomes
active, resulting in an inter-subjectivity and due to its transformative potential.
These transformations consist of shifts in ideas, knowledge, self- and otherconceptions, and could, I believe, be the lifeblood of political action. I would refer
to political action as any effort that results in the diminishment of the influence
of a constructed identity. I conceptualize such a diminishment of influence as
political, in recognition of the power relations that are sustained by social
ideologies. Ideologies persevere as a result of their assumptive nature - an
allegiance to a particular construction that is unquestioned, held in an
unconscious embrace. When subjective identity is held up to and enters into an
encounter with constructed identity, a deconstruction can occur. It is through
deconstruction that assumptions may be brought forth for consideration, and
perhaps even exposed for their logical flaws. It is possible that the conversation
that occurred in mothersvoice (and others like it) can have an impact on a social
ideology that does not serve subjective identity well, stemming out of the ways
in which the constructed identity of the mother was exposed for the many
mothers who were excluded from this construction of motherhood. With the
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exposure of subjectivity, an encounter occurs between the subjective and the
constructed identity, which creates the potential of shift, in both the subjective
and the constructed identity. With a shift in the constructed identity comes a
shift in the power relations that sustain its initial form. Thus the subjective
exposure has created political change: the personal is political.
With this research study, I have attempted to explore the process of
identity within the context of a process of conversation. I have consciously
sought out ways in which each aspect of this discussion can become reflected in
the manner in which it is explored and in the location in which it is being
explored. Thus, it has become research praxis, where the theory is emanated by
the research design, methods and site. To begin with, the research study was
conducted as a conversation. As a conversation, it became an inter-subjective
field characterized by de-alienating actions, plural subjectivities and an extended
encounter between subjective identities and constructed identity. Such a
conversation became an apt reflection for the theory of research that the
research project was contemplating.
By locating this conversation and its exploration of identity in cyberspace,
another parallel was created by the research study to its theoretical inspiration.
Cyberspace is acknowledged as a space of encounter, rich with the potential for
transformative inter-subjectivities that can extend beyond the boundaries
inherent in real life patriarchal systems of organization. By placing the research
conversation in cyberspace, an inter-subjective process occurred that I would
suggest is an exercise of identity. It is a process that can enrich research, which
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suggests to me that cyberspace can be explored as a valuable site of many
research explorations.
Finally, by acknowledging the research relationship itself, and by closely
considering the ethics of that relationship, I defined the practice of research as
inter-subjective. It is the inter-subjectivity of the research event that can become
pertinent to the nature of knowledge acquisition. I hope, also, that an
interrogation of the research relationship can initiate movement toward an
Ettingerian borderspace encounter. This entails risk, vulnerability and exposure
- an creates a space of potential transformation, with implications the reach of
which cannot be predicted.
I began my exploration of identity as a process by considering the
historical movement that understandings about identity have undergone. By
noting change over time, I support the postmodern contention that truth is
established by context, and history is an important aspect of context. As truth is
able to demonstrate fluidity in our current understandings about knowledge, so
too is identity able to be fluid, temporal and context-bound.
The changes through which theories of identity have evolved are
significant. The concept of an authentic core self went by the wayside, alongside
that notion of a fixed Truth. In its place stood an empty vessel, into which spilled
discourse and all manner of social construction. More recently, the vessel has
gained some permeability, while truth has lost some of its. We can begin to
conceive of a complex and profoundly mutual process of identity that is shaped
by and shaping of the other, be it context, social constructions and ideology, or
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the many subjectivities with which to become immersed in an encounter. I have
been drawn to the theoretical works of Cavarero, who describes the harmony
that can occur between the stories we tell about ourselves and those that are
told about us, and Ettinger, who speaks of the richness of an encounter that can
occur between two or more people and the full depth of their particular
experiences.
I have chosen specifically to explore the identity of mothers in this study
about identity. Foster (2005) describes the way in which motherhood is a
significantly inter-subjective experience when she writes, "motherhood is an
aspect of individual identity as well as a specific relationship that is experienced
and confirmed in the context of a family and community. Motherhood is also a
social institution endowed with cultural and political value (2005: 76). In my
search to find an area of focus with regards to the political value (and, therefore,
ideology) that is given to motherhood, I considered the effect of social policy.
Social policies are developed in response to defined problems, and,
subsequently, become actively involved in the ideologies that have defined
problems as such. A social policy serves as the gatekeeper of constructed
identities, and is, thereby, a likely candidate in my search for a sustainer of the
constructed identity of mother. The policy I selected was the current Canadian
maternity benefits policy. The exploration that has been the focus of this study
is of the encounter that involves maternity benefits policy, subjective experience
of motherhood within the inter-subjective field of a conversation, and
additionally, of cyberspace.

279

Mothersvoice, the blog that housed the study's conversation, began with the
participants introducing themselves to one another. We used this opportunity to
locate, or map, ourselves. We used a number of aspects of our lives to create
these maps, drawing in most commonly our geographic locations, personal
characteristics, and, in a non-linear, substantiating manner, our own histories
and futures in order to bring greater form to the self-map. These maps revealed
a subjective terrain that was each woman involved in the mothersvoice
conversation.
These maps did not stand alone, however, as twenty eight maps lined oneby-one next to one another. The women made active use of specific
conversational devices that served to immerse each of their self-maps into a field
of inter-subjectivity. Salutations were used to acknowledge the receivers of their
self-maps, humour was used to establish collective identity, and anticipatory
statements verified the expectation that transformation is the result of the intersubjective encounter. Some of the women also provided small 'snapshots' of
their lives, so that it became possible for the readers of their maps to imagine
some of the visual, auditory, and tactile elements of an everyday/everynight
moment in the map-maker's life: it was as if the readers had been given entrance
directly into the map.
The next stage of the conversation was revealed as an intricate web of
inter-subjectivities, as the narratives of the women were described and analyzed
, so that each layer of receiving one another's contributions continued to shape
the story and contribute to the reverberations that were emitted with each
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story-telling. The narratives were able to very consistently reveal the logic of
story-telling, which includes a crisis point, choices made in response to the crisis,
and the resolution that evolves out of those choices. In a consideration of the
crises and their responses, I noted the many transformations that occurred, and
with them, a substantial shift in the storyteller's inter-subjective field.
During the policy and policy discourse analysis, the women of mothersvoice
explored the ways in which aspects of their experience as mothers were
excluded from the policy. In this analytical discussion, as well as the comparative
analysis (between the policy construction and the subjective experience of
mother) and the previous stages that the entire conversation had moved through
already, a number of themes surfaced. These themes I refer to as elements of the
lived impact of the constructed identity of a mother coming into encounter with
the subjective identity of the mothers involved in the study. The policy and its
discourse were described by mothersvoice participants as being alienating in a
number of ways, with a set of parameters that excluded many Canadian mothers;
with expectations of mothers' functioning that belied the subjective experience
of the participants; and by placing mothers into a subordinate position with the
textual devices that were employed within the policy document. The lived
impact of such alienation was the sense of having little value - within society, at
the workplace, and in the family. The women also expressed guilt throughout the
conversation. What was noteworthy about this guilt was that only mothers who
were employed expressed it. There was also an internalization of dichotomous
conceptualization for some of the women, so that their sense of self became
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distinct from their sense of their motherhood. However, this dichotomy was also
challenged by some of the mothers, who described their efforts to transcend the
dualism that partitions their lives in ways that were considered to be so
unhelpful to mothers. The lived impact of the alienation created bythe policy
was also resistance in the form of active de-alienation. I explored the forms that
this de-alienating activity took, and suggest that the good fortune with which
many of the women described their circumstances, the community-building that
occurred, and the regular expression of mirroring, admiration and validation
served as de-alienators.
The mothersvoice conversation was a facilitated process where subjective
experience could encounter constructed experience, in an inter-subjective
context.1 As I explored the manner in which this conversation occurred, I
identified the ways in which subjectivity was asserted. I also examined the ways
in which the inter-subjective fields that were actively accessed. I considered the
transformations because of the information and experience that were acquired
as a result of being situated within inter-subjectivity. I examined the ways in
which mothers absorbed and felt alienated by the constructed identity of
mother. I also considered the inter-subjective and, therefore, de-alienating
response, and the de-alienating responses that were made, perhaps in the spirit
of resistance, certainly with creativity. The choices the women made, in response
to crisis and in response to alienation, resulted in altered inter-subjective
experience, which, in turn, resulted in further transformation. Mothersvoice, as a
conversation, demonstrated an encounter between subjective and constructed
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identity, an immersion in inter-subjectivity, and; ultimately, the manner of
transformation that can occur as a result of such an encounter.
1

0nce again, I feel it is necessary to clarify that the description of what occurred

in the study is over-simplified. The reciprocal interplay and the transformation
that is an aspect of that interplay, are continuous, fluid and complex. The
interplay is not a unilateral connection that can be presented as a formula, and is
more aptly described as an immersion within an immersion.
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Appendix A
First Introduction Posted On-Line
Would you like to be part of blog set up by a mother/PhD student? This blog will
be a members-only, time-limited site, used as the research project for my thesis
at the Faculty of Social Work at Wilfrid Laurier University. I would like to
understand how mothers deal with identity issues. If you're interested in joining
the conversation, check it out at www.mothersvoice.ca.
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Appendix B
Informed Consent Form

Title: Theorizing Identity: Unique Motherhood, Constructing Policy and the
Observing Self
Researcher: Trish Van Katwyk
Supervisor: Dr. Ginette Lafreniere, professor, Faculty of Social Work, Wilfrid
Laurier University,
glafreniere@wlu.ca, 519-884-1970 ext. 5237

You are invited to be part of a research study/conversation group. The purpose
of this study is to look at identity, motherhood and government policies. I am a
mother of 3 children under the age of 10 years. I am also a PhD student at Wilfrid
Laurier University. This research project will be the basis of my thesis paper.
INFORMATION
I will create a blog community of Canadian mothers of children who are 8 years
old or younger. The blog will be run for 4 months. During that time, together we
will talk about our own experience (or lack of experience) as mothers with the
Canadian maternity benefits program. I welcome mothers who have or have not
used the maternity benefits program. We will also look closely at the program
policy as it is published for the general public. We will look at how our own
experience as mothers compares to the program's understandings about
mothers. You will then have the opportunity to describe how it has been for you
to do this kind of comparison and to be part of this research project as a
collaborator.
The blog will run for about 4 months. It will be interactive; we will participate
together in the research. I will post questions, to which everyone can respond.
We can also respond to one another's comments, or post other questions that
come out of the conversation.
I hope to hear from Canadian mothers over the age of 16 from as many
geographical regions as possible. There is a limit of 30 to the number of mothers
who can be a part of this project. Also, because Quebec has its own maternity
benefits program, I am, unfortunately, not able to accept mothers who are
residents of Quebec.
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There will be no deception used in this research project.
RISKS
There is the risk that comes with sharing personal information. There may be
disruption of family routine.
BENEFITS
The risks are no more than the everyday risk of being part of a community and
personal disclosure within that community. The benefits provide enriching
opportunities for you, for the community we will build together, and even for the
larger research community. The goal of this research project is to get at our
knowledge in a way that supports a commitment to social justice; when we build
knowledge together, all of what we know can count.
CONFIDENTIALITY
The blog will be a member's-only blog, and you will be asked to use pseudonyms.
After 4 months, the blog will close down, and I will keep the blog records in a
secure and private place for an indefinite period of time. In this way,
confidentiality and anonymity can be provided. During the time when the blog is
open, I will have access to the blog records, and may share them with my
supervisor and the other three professors who are on my research committee.
Please keep in mind that we, as blog members, will all be able to read all of the
conversations that we are having in the blogsite. When blog records are used, or
direct quotations are taken from those records, in written work (i.e. thesis
paper), I will remove any identifiable information and only your pseudonyms
will be used. I will also only use quotations with your permission. The research
results will be used in a thesis paper, and may also be used in other work such as
journal articles and paper presentations at conferences.
CONTACT
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may
contact the researcher, Trish Van Katwyk, at the Faculty of Social Work, Wilfrid
Laurier University, and 519-846-5953. This project has been reviewed and
approved by the University Research Ethics Board. If you feel you have not been
treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a participant
in research have been violated during the course of this project, you may contact
Dr. Bill Marr, Chair, University Research Ethics Board, Wilfrid Laurier University,
(519) 884-0710, extension 2468.
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PARTICIPATION
Your participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to participate, you
may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.
FEEDBACK AND PUBLICATION
The results of the research will be used in a PhD dissertation paper, and may be
used in a book, journal articles, and/or presentations. You will be given
information about the results of the research that have been completed at the
time when the blog gets closed. You will be given my email address, which you
can use to request further results. The final results of the research project will be
available after December 2008.

CONSENT
1)

I am over the age of 16.

2)

I am not a resident of the province of Quebec.

3)

I have read and understand the above information.

4)

I have a copy of this form for my own records.

5)

I agree to participate in this study.

By submitting this form, you have agreed to the statements 1 - 5 .

Once you have submitted this form to (blog site), I will give you a personal
password as well as the starting date for the study.
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Appendix C
Introduction Entry
Hi, there-1 am Trish. I am a mother of three kids, aged 9, 7 and 5. They have just
all left for school about a half hour ago. We live in a sweet little village and their
schools are close by. So, with the spring coming in, they have all biked to school.
I want to position myself socially right off the bat --1 am white, straight, married,
Canadian-American, middle-class, university educated, and without physical
disabilities- which means there's a lot of privilege and freedom of choice that
comes along with my mothering, lots that I try to be aware of, much that I am not
aware of. I hope that we can talk about these kinds of things together.
Hmmm. What else? I have a part time gig and passion as a family therapist. This
is self-employed work, something I have been able to pursue, with a variety of
time commitments, throughout the early years of my kids' lives. I also am a
visual artist, currently working on an installation piece that uses woodcuts and
stitching. I try to set aside a wee bit of time each day to do this, BUT, the last wee
bit of time was over a week ago. Life has become a patchwork of activities, and I
avoid using the word "balance" because that is how I then set myself up for
failure!!! Maybe "life balance" and "raising young children" should be officially
declared an opposite or inconciliatory state of affairs.
I love to walk - it has saved me from many pitfalls and quagmires —tho' not all of
them! I love to laugh - and laugh, so there are some wonderfully funny people in
my life. We have a dog who is both hilarious and passionate about walking, so
she and I hang out alot.
I am married to an artist, which is great for many reasons. It has provided us
with an alternative lifestyle, so that we can share a great deal of the homefront
stuff. That's what has made this PhD possible for me, I think.
SO, there you have it. Any questions or responses?
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Appendix D
Narrative Instructions

Telling stories: I want to say something about telling stories. In your story, "I" is
the person who tells the story, called the Narrator. The job of the Narrator is to
choose from all the things that could be included in the story, what things will be
included, and how they will be included. The Narrator is the boss: she has full
authority over how to build and develop the story. There are many ways to tell
the same story, and each one, although different, is still true. For example, if you
were to describe something that happened last week, you might tell it differently
if you were telling a male friend, a female friend, or a figure of authority. All of
the versions are true, just differently true. The Narrator's [your) job is to figure
out what of all the things you could put into the story you will put in, and how
you will connect them together to make whatever the points are that you will
make.
The "me" is who the story is about, and that is you. You are the subject-as
well as the teller of the story. "They" are the other people that play a part in the
stories that we tell about ourselves, sometimes by what they say or do in real
life, and sometimes by what we think they might or would like to say or do. Even
when things don't happen in real outside life, they influence us. And what "they"
did or did not do can be a part of your story. And truth is whatever you as the
Narrator say it is, from your point of view, whether or not other people share
your perceptions.
So, the story I would like you to tell now, as Narrator and as subject of the
story, is what your experience of motherhood has been, and how this experience,
the circumstances of your life, and the decisions you were able to make or could
not make, affected your eligibility for maternity benefits. This story, then, will be
about your family, about your work decisions and place, about your life situation
with regards to income, location, stressors, etc.
Arid please remember to ask a lot of questions of one another-- the stories
can be rich and deep!
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Appendix E
Narrative Analysis Instructions

The narratives we are reading are just that: narratives. The job of the analyst is
to look for the story form and describe it. We have been in dialogue, so that the
story is going to be more than just one post; it will also be the information we
gained from one another with our questions and responses.
The following questions will help us to understand the form of our stories.
Please look at each mother's narrative and answer these questions about that
narrative — we can do this with our own stories, as well. These answers are our
analyses, and can be posted up for the working group to see and compare and
add to their own analyses. There may not always be agreement, I would be very
surprised if there was. So, a part of us sharing our analyses with one another is
to begin brainstorming. It is also an opportunity for the mother whose story is
being analyzed to clarify some aspects, add to her story, or share what she feels
the important elements of her story are.
When I ask about an audience, I am asking about who we think the story was
directed at, or who could most easily understand the story because of the way it
was told. What words, metaphors, assumptions and abbreviations or terms are
used to indicate the audience?
Please don't hesitate to ask for clarification

I am very excited to see what we

will be coming up with in this next piece!
1.

What is the beginning of the story?

2.

What is the difficulty or crisis of the story?

3.

How do the events of the story lead to this crisis?

4.

How is this crisis resolved in the story?

5.

What are some of the important words, descriptions and metaphors that
were used in the story?

6.

Who is the audience? What was in the story that indicated its audience?
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Appendix F
Narrative analysis with an example
Hi, there! I have had a number of requests for an example of a narrative analysis.
SO, I will use my own narrative, and answer the questions that a narrative
analysis explores for. This is my own narrative, and so I may not see some
aspects of my own narrative that an outside observer might. This is why doing
the analysis as a group discussion is so helpful—the different perspectives can
add a great deal.
SO - here is the analysis (first draft, biased, I'm sure!!)
NARRATIVE — bear with me, it's long-winded...
I think that my motherhood, as with most of the rest of my adult life, was
profoundly impacted by the death of my only sister when I was 21 years old. I
had never thought about having children before then; my sister was the one who
loved babysitting and had many interested "suitors" and lots of jokes about how
many children she was going to have with the rich baron she would meet on the
trip she was planning to take in Europe after graduating from highschool. I was
off in the states, partying and quitting school and working happily in a
restaurant. I was only planning my art career. It seemed no one expected much
more from me, and the idea of Trish having children was absurd — I just didn't
have the "knack". As I write this, I am amazed at how old-fashioned it was — and
I always thought of my family as being a bit ahead of the crowd. But, boy, the role
of woman is pretty strong in these expectations, isn't it — the better-behaved
daughter was going to meet the rich guy, and have a load of kids. The bad one
was probably going to end a spinster.... Well, the spinster's world was rocked in
a big way when my sister was killed in a car accident. I became quite depressed,
and eventually moved back to Canada from the states, to be closer to family. And
I ended up, I can't even imagine how this happened, working in a women's
shelter, and taking correspondence courses to beef up my social services,
psychology training for job prospects. After a few years, a really bad relationship
decision, and my first degree, I met this great guy, and we ended up living
together. I believe my family was pretty amazed that I was living a quite stable
life, although they still got to worry about me, as he was a struggling artist, and
we lived in a commune! Move ahead 11 years. I still had not put much thought
into having kids, was still getting off on my relationship with Kevin, just opened
up a family therapy practice that was an office built into the corner of this
amazing art studio I was sharing with two other visual artists. Life was good.
And then, Kevin's dad, who was ill with cancer, died. I remember very clearly the
phone conversation we had about a month after his dad's death. He was on the
road, and we were having our daily phone contact. And we both, quite surprised
at ourselves, were talking about this responsibility we felt to this thing called
'life', thinking about my sister, who loved life so much, and was only just entering
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into her own, and his dad, who clung ferociously to life, fighting to the end
against the odds of his cancer. And, we decided to have babies! My first
pregnancy was fabulous, I'd never felt so royal, and I couldn't get over the
magnificent mountain of a belly. Kevin was gone for much of that pregnancy, on
the road, and so I had all this time to concentrate on ME and MY PREGNANCY.
I'm sure it was hugely narcissistic, and I loved it. The birth was smooth, with a
midwife at home — no complications, I can't believe how lucky I was. Little baby
was amazing, and my parents were so thrilled! I loved so much of it, but was
beginning to also feel this incredible conflict brewing inside of me. It freaked me
out, how 24/7 fully responsible I had to be. I avoided mumgroups, because they
seemed to heighten this by talking about all the dysfunctional adults we would
create with the wrong choices, I avoided pregnancy and infant books for the
same reason. I also really struggled with the changes in our relationship, as
Kevin became the bigger "breadwinner", as my money earning power had
diminished in such a big way. And I did NOT like how that was creating an
imbalance in our relationship. And I did NOT like all the expectations I was
feeling from around me, the right kind of mother, evidenced by the right kind of
baby. I was self-employed, so could not collect benefits of any kind, and also
could not close down my practice, still paying off the debt incurred by opening it!
Because Kevin was still gone a lot, I also had to find flexible, part time childcare,
which was a nightmare at first, and caused so much self-doubt throughout. I did
a lot of the attachment parenting stuff, which means Calhoun was unprepared
for my stints away from him. When he was 11 months old, I received a birthday
card, which provided for me the message that I was looking for. The front of the
card was simply a quote from Alice in Wonderland: "There is no use trying," said
Alice; one can't believe impossible things." "I dare say you haven't had much
practice," said the Queen. "When I was your age, I always did it for half an hour a
day. Why, sometimes I've believed as many as six impossible things before
breakfast". This is still prominently displayed in my house, almost 9 years later.
There are so many rules that I was struggling with, about what a relationship has
to look like, what a good mother is, what that good mother does and does not do,
feel and think. My challenge has become to think past all those rules, to think
outside those 'realities', because they were messing me up in big ways.
Mothering, which began with the sweet young woman that my sister was, and
continued with the sweet young women that were provided for me in all the
magazines, books, doctor's administrations, discussions with other mums—that
was not for me, and I have to strive for the impossible in order to have any hope
of finding and keeping the me in all of this. My second child was a girl, and we
decided to give her my sister's name. I told my family that I wanted new
"Martina stories" in our family—and that is important for me too. I now have
three children, the youngest is 5.1 have never collected benefits from the
government, and have never been able to stay at home with a baby. At the same
time, I have not been able to work full time enough to build an established career
— self-employment and an often-travelling partner has meant enough financial
insecurity to opt out of the childcare expenses. Oh, not to mention school! Well,
that's a mouthful, isn't it? And now, my kids are mad at me for being on the
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computer for such a long time, and I've already yelled at them by 8:30 on a
Saturday morning, so it's probably time to go!
THE BEGINNING: childhood and family expectations of childlessness, and all the
ideology that goes with that: irresponsibility, spinster-hood, the arts (not a REAL
future—secure, promising, etc.).
DIFFICULTY, CRISIS: Post-birth of first child, inner conflict, 24/7 responsibility,
relationship changes, diminished earning power, financial constraints, financial
insecurity
WHAT LED UP TO THIS CRISIS: positive relationship, significant losses, new
ideas about becoming a mother, wonderful and wonderfully
narcissistic pregnancy and birth, enjoyment of baby, new awareness of "mom
discourse"
HOW IS CRISIS RESOLVED: timely message about believing in the impossible
IMPORTANT WORDS, DESCRIPTIONS, METAPHORS: the "knack", spinster, world
being rocked [NOT like what you do to a baby), responsibility to life,
breadw/nner, money earning power, sweet young women, 24/7, brewing,
nightmare, stints, rules, reality, strive.
AUDIENCE: other mothers, imagined and not tangibly experienced, other
mothers who will both understand and have compassion, but also may pass
judgment or feel judged. So, my story is written with care, read over several
times, and then posted with some trepidation, (which I feel again now,
audienced once more).
So, this is a preliminary analysis, which can be poked and prodded and
elaborated upon through a discussion with the group. Please interact, and try to
do this with each narrative in the group. We can provide one another with a
number of perspectives, and be curious about the words and metaphors that are
used....how do they support the story or reveal another layer to the story. How,
for example, have my metaphors layered my story?
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Appendix G
Questions for Policy/Policy Discourse Analysis

1.

What are your impressions of this policy?

2.

How do you feel as you read this policy?

3.

What words are used consistently to describe the policy?

4.

What is the effect of these words/metaphors?

5.

If this policy was a story, what is its beginning, middle and end?

6.

What is the resolution in the policy?

Appendix H
List of pseudonyms chosen by mothersvoice participants

Moosegrumpy

Amsiebee

Trish

KSandrea

Smothermother

Denise

Biotech

Aixi

KaraWent

Transam

Thordora

Mudmama

AlphaDogMa

TendingTheGarden

Muml

Jeannie

NotSoSage

MotherWoman4 (mowo)

Sigmund76

Laura

CharmedOne

Lillithmother

Bes

Ruth

b*babbler

lbaby

not-so-suburban momma

Rose
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